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INTRODUCTION 


It was a crisp morning at the University of New Mexico, where I was 
engaging in pro-life evangelism. At the time, the campus medical school was 
teaching students how to perform abortions, so the images of aborted 
children we displayed garnered a fairly hostile response from the campus 


population. One student’s response still sticks out in my mind. 


After angrily arguing with us in the morning, he returned in the afternoon 
wearing a tunic and fake beard. He then shouted as loud as he could, “Don’t 


do this in my name! Don’t do this in my name!” 
“And who are you supposed to bee” I asked. 


“You know me. I am your master and I demand you stop imposing your 


values on other people. It offends me!” 


“Oh!” I said with enthusiasm. “You must be Jesus. I’m a huge fan but I 


have a question. You love everyone, right?” 


“You shall love your neighbor as yourself!” he shouted back as loud as he 


could. 


“Right, so are babies in the womb my neighbor? If I’m supposed to love 
unborn children, shouldn’t I try to get people to stop killing them?” 


He looked at me for a second, turned around, and walked away shouting 


over and over again, “Not in my name! Not in my name!” 


It’s funny that this man didn’t condemn Jesus along with Christians who 
stand up for the unborn. Instead, he believed that if Jesus were really present 


he would have agreed with him that we were the problem, not abortionists. 
It seems like everyone wants to have Jesus on “their side.” 


Sometimes, people are willing even to ignore or re-write history in order 


to make that happen. 


For example, in 1813 Thomas Jefferson composed The Life and Morals of 
Jesus of Nazareth (later known as the Jefferson Bible) by using a razor to cut 
out sections of the New Testament that, in his view, described the real Jesus. 
Jefferson was a deist who rejected the idea of God intervening in the world, 
so the miraculous parts of the New Testament ended up on a literal cutting- 
room floor. What remained was the story of a wise moral teacher who was 


tragically killed and then buried in a tomb. 


Jefterson would not be the only explorer in what would later be called 
“the quest for the historical Jesus.” These “questers” came to include both 
scholars and popular sensationalists claiming to have discovered the identity 
of the “historical Jesus” who became obscured by the traditional “Christ of 
faith” worshipped by Christians. But is the Christ of faith a mere fantasy that 
must yield to what historical research says about Jesus? Or 1s the Jesus whom 
Christians worship the same person as the Jewish carpenter who lived in 


Palestine 2,000 years ago? 


This is an essential question, because the foundation of our eternal salvation 
is rooted in events related to the birth, life, death, and resurrection of Jesus 
of Nazareth. As Pope Benedict XVI wrote, “For biblical faith the historicity 
—and thus the ‘facticity’—of the Incarnation is indispensable. Faith demands 


that we consider Jesus as approachable by historical research.”! 


St. Paul agreed that our faith must be rooted in fact. As he declared to the 
Christians in Corinth: “If Christ has not been raised, your faith is futile and 
you are still in your sins” (1 Cor. 15:17). 


In this book I have set out to show how historical research and sound 
biblical exegesis refute the many incorrect views people have about Jesus 
Christ—the phony, fictional, counterfeit versions of Jesus that they have 
devised for their own ends. Entire books have been written on some of 
these counterfeits, but my goal is to identify and expose these impostors in a 


brief and straightforward way that everyone can understand. 


We'll organize these different views of Jesus according to groups of people 


who share similar beliefs. 


First, there are the non-religious, who believe Jesus was just a non- 
judgmental teacher whose real life story was replaced with later legends. 
Among these people are committed atheists, some of whom take pride in 


trying to show Jesus never even existed at all. 


But even among religious people you can find plenty of counterfeit Christs. 
These include the Jesus of non-Christians religions like Islam, Buddhism, 
and Hinduism—a Jesus who may be a wise teacher, even a prophet sent by 
God, but is himself not God incarnate. This group also includes members of 
“quasi-Christian” religions, like Jehovah’s Witnesses, Mormons, and 
Oneness Pentecostals, who deny essential elements of the traditional 


Christian faith. 


Some people object to the idea that one group of Christians can define 
who is and who is not a Christian, but even atheists like the late Christopher 
Hitchens agreed that in order for the word Christian to be meaningful it 


must relate to specific supernatural claims regarding Jesus Christ. 


For example, in 2012 Unitarian Universalist Marilyn Sewell interviewed 
Hitchens and chided him for not engaging more “liberal Christianity.” 
Sewell considers herself a Christian and believes that Jesus was merely a 
model of social justice and that salvation is a metaphor for how one can go 
from “being dead to the world and dead to other people, and can be 
resurrected to new life.” In response, Hitchens bluntly said, “If you don’t 
believe that Jesus of Nazareth was the Christ and Messiah, and that he rose 
again from the dead and by his sacrifice our sins are forgiven, you’re really 


not in any meaningful sense a Christian.” 


I would add that belief in the atonement and in Jesus’ resurrection are 
certainly necessary conditions for being Christian, but they aren’t sufficient. 
At a bare minimum, a Christian is someone who has received a valid 


baptism and believes in the Trinity. When it comes to Jesus, this means 


believing that he is one divine person who fully possesses two natures: one 
human and the other divine. According to the Catechism of the Catholic 
Church (CCC): 


Christ’s human nature belongs, as his own, to the divine person of the Son 
of God, who assumed it. Everything that Christ is and does in this nature 
derives from “one of the Trinity.” The Son of God _ therefore 
communicates to his humanity his own personal mode of existence in the 
Trinity. In his soul as in his body, Christ thus expresses humanly the divine 
ways of the Trinity (470). 


Nearly all of the counterfeit Christs we examine in this book have their 
origin in a denial of Jesus’ identity as an eternal, divine person with a fully 
divine nature who became man by assuming a fully human nature through 
the Incarnation. But some of these counterfeits err, not in their Christology, 
but in their decision to hitch the real Jesus to a moral or theological error or 
ideology. These include moral errors like the affirmation of homosexual 
behavior and communism as well as theological errors like prosperity 
theology, Calvinistic determinism, and the denial of Christ’s presence in the 


Eucharist. 


To put it plainly, if you get Jesus wrong, there’s nothing of equal 
importance to “get right” that can make up for such an error. That’s why I 
pray the Holy Spirit will use the evidence in this book to both prevent 
people from abandoning our Lord and also break the hold any of these 
counterfeit Christs may have over souls that need to know our true God and 
Savior, Jesus Christ (Titus 2:13). 

1 Pope Benedict XVI, Jesus of Nazareth (New York: Doubleday, 2007), xv-xvi. 


2 “The Hitchens ‘Transcript’? December 17, 2009. Available online at: 
https://www.pdxmonthly.com/articles/2009/12/17/christopher-hitchens. 


COUNTERFEITS 
from the Non-Religious 


Non-Judgmental Buddy 


I had just finished giving a talk to a group of Catholic schoolteachers and I 
could tell it wasn’t well received. Many of them folded their arms, looked 


down at their phones, or just scowled at me. 
What had I done to earn this response? 


When one of the attendees asked me about how to teach the concept of 
mortal sin to high school students, I said: “First, mortal sin involves grave 
matter. This includes actions like murder, rape, adultery . . .” So far 
everyone was in agreement, but then I added, “as well as abortion, 


contraception, and sexual activity in an invalid marriage.” 


At that, more than half the teachers rolled their eyes, scoffed, or made 
some gesture to let me know they thought I was out of line (once again, this 
was a Catholic high school!). Afterward, I asked one of teachers, “What did 


you think of my presentation?” 


“No offense,” she said, “but people like you get worked up about minor 
things like who can and can’t receive Communion, whereas I think we 


should just focus on being people of faith.” 


“Well,” I replied, “the Church does teach that you shouldn’t receive the 


Eucharist if you are in a state of mortal sin. It’s a serious matter,” I replied. 


“T just don’t think Jesus would say that,” she continued. “He wouldn’t say, 
‘No, you can’t have this because of somebody’s rules.’ Jesus would be 


compassionate, not judgmental.” 


I noticed on her nametag that she taught theology, but I wasn’t surprised. 
Most people, including many Catholics, think of Jesus as being merely a 
friend or a “buddy.” Even if Jesus is “God” or the “Son of God,” he’s not a 


demanding deity who would call us a bunch of “sinners.” 


The real sin, according to these people, is calling someone else a sinner or 
being “judgmental.” After all, if Jesus said, “Judge not” (Matt. 7:1) then 


shouldn’t Christians stop pointing out other people’s sins? 


But how can that be true if. . . 


. . . Jesus Never Completely Forbade Judgment 


People who say, “Jesus would never judge anyone” or “Jesus wouldn’t say 
something harsh like that” have never carefully read the Bible. Jesus 
condemned hypocritical and inaccurate judgments, but we know he could 
not have condemned judgment itself because he taught the crowds the right 
way to judge! “Do not judge by appearances, but judge with right 
judgment” (John 7:24). 


We don’t know the invisible content of someone’s soul, so we can’t ever 
say with certainty if he is in a state of grace or not. That’s why St. Paul tells 
us not to “pronounce judgment before the time, before the Lord comes, 
who will bring to light the things now hidden in darkness and will disclose 
the purposes of the heart” (1 Cor. 4:5). We can, however, judge the visible 


content of human actions and determine if they are good or evil. 


If we couldn’t do that, then we could never say any act 1s wrong— 


including the act of judging other people’s actions! 


So we should judge whether people’s actions are right or wrong, but not 
in order to make ourselves feel morally superior to them. That is the attitude 
Jesus condemned when he said, “Judge not, that you be not judged.” If we 
judge other people’s sins, then we must take care because that same 
judgment will come upon us (and possibly in a harsher way) if we commit 


those same sins (Matt. 7:2). 


Instead, we should judge people’s actions out of love and concern for those 
who sin and lead others into sin. It is only through correct judgment that we 
can identify which actions might keep that person (and ourselves) from 
spending eternity with God and then urge the person to repent and change 
his life. 


Jesus began his ministry by proclaiming, “The kingdom of God is at hand; 
repent, and believe in the gospel” (Mark 1:15) and he didn’t sugarcoat his 
message about the sins from which people needed to repent. For example, 
he publicly called the religious leaders of his day “fools,” “blind guides,” and 
“hypocrites” who are like “whitewashed tombs, which outwardly appear 
beautiful, but within they are full of dead men’s bones and all uncleanness” 
(Matt. 23:27). 


Jesus’ harsh words to the Pharisees and even his own disciples (like when 
he called Peter “Satan” in Matthew 16:23) were not petty insults but serious 
wake-up calls. His judgment of sin is more like the diagnosis of a doctor 
who wants to give the patient a cure than the sentence of a judge who only 
wants to enforce the law. That’s why Jesus said, “I did not come to judge 
the world but to save the world” (John 12:47) and, “For judgment I came 
into this world, that those who do not see may see, and that those who see 


may become blind” (John 7:24). 


When the Pharisees criticized Jesus’ decision to dine with notorious sinners 
like prostitutes, Jesus did not chastise them for being “judgmental.” Their 
error was not in caring too much about sin but in not caring enough about 
sinners. Jesus reminded them, “Those who are well have no need of a 
physician, but those who are sick; I came not to call the righteous, but 
sinners” (Mark 2:17). According to New Testament professor Robert 


Gagnon: 


What was distinctive about Jesus’ ministry was not that he refused to make 
judgments about the conduct of others, or even that he lowered his moral 


standards. On the contrary, in many areas he elevated those standards. 


What was distinctive was his incredibly generous spirit even toward those 
who had lived in gross disobedience to God for years. He expended 
enormous effort and exhibited great compassion in the search for the lost. 


Jesus did not wait for the lost to come to him. He went looking for them.’ 
... Jesus Is Our Judge 


In response to the theology teacher who claimed Jesus wouldn’t say of the 
Eucharist, “No, you can’t have this because of somebody’s rules,” I gently 
pointed out what Jesus said in Matthew 7:6: “Do not give dogs what is holy; 
and do not throw your pearls before swine, lest they trample them under 
foot and turn to attack you.” In this case, Jesus was talking precisely about 
not giving precious, holy things to people who have no intention of 


recognizing their value. 


In fact, a first-century catechism called the Didache instructs Christians to 
remember, “Let no one eat or drink of your Thanksgiving (Eucharist), but 
they who have been baptized into the name of the Lord; for concerning this 
also the Lord has said, give not that which is holy to the dogs” (9). 


This is not done out of selfish pride but selfless concern for people who 
might abuse that which is holy and further alienate himself from God. St. 
Paul warned that whoever “eats the bread or drinks the cup of the Lord in 
an unworthy manner will be guilty of profaning the body and blood of the 
Lord” (1 Cor. 11:27). To avoid this, he advises Christians to discern and 
judge themselves, noting that “if we judged ourselves truly, we should not 
be judged. But when we are judged by the Lord, we are chastened so that 
we may not be condemned along with the world” (1 Cor. 11:31-32). 


The ultimate refutation of the non-judgmental counterfeit Christ is Jesus’ 


own promise that he would judge the entire world. 


Jesus said that at the end of time, “When the Son of Man comes in his 
glory, and all the angels with him, then he will sit on his glorious throne. 


Before him will be gathered all the nations, and he will separate them one 


from another as a shepherd separates the sheep from the goats” (Matt. 
25:31-32). This separation involves judging people to see if they were 
among the sheep who followed God’s will or if they were among the goats 
who rejected it. Jesus says the latter will “go away into eternal punishment, 
but the righteous into eternal life” (Matt. 25:46). 


In another instance, Jesus made it abundantly clear what the fate of the 


damned would be like: 


Just as the weeds are gathered and burned with fire, so will it be at the 
close of the age. The Son of Man will send his angels, and they will gather 
out of his kingdom all causes of sin and all evildoers, and throw them into 


the furnace of fire; there men will weep and gnash their teeth (Matt. 


13:40-42). 


I’m always amused when non-religious people condemn the “wrathful” 
God of the Old Testament and say they prefer “meek and mild” Jesus. 
Whereas everlasting damnation is only hinted at in the Old Testament, it is 
explicitly taught in the New. Jesus even said the punishment that awaited 
the unrepentant inhabitants of Capernaum would be worse than the fiery 
destruction God rained down upon the sinful cities of Sodom and 
Gomorrah in the book of Genesis (Matt. 11:23). 


That’s why I appreciate outspoken atheists like Dan Barker who call Jesus a 
“tyrant” and “lunatic.”* Jesus would indeed be a megalomaniacal basket case 
if he thought he could “play God” and judge the entire world—unless Jesus 
really was God. This is why C.S. Lewis thought Jesus might have been 
“lunatic” but that he couldn’t possibly have been just a wise, merely human 


teacher: 


A man who was merely a man and said the sort of things Jesus said would 
not be a great moral teacher. He would either be a lunatic—on the level 
with the man who says he is a poached egg—or else he would be the Devil 
of Hell... You can shut him up for a fool, you can spit at him and kill 


him as a demon or you can fall at his feet and call him Lord and God, but 
let us not come with any patronizing nonsense about his being a great 


human teacher. He has not left that open to us. He did not intend to.” 
... Jesus Is Our Lord 


Some people object to the idea that Jesus claimed to be God because Jesus 
never simply declared, “I am God, worship me!” But Jesus did allow people 
to worship him and call him God (John 20:28) and the Jewish people 
wanted to execute him for making himself equal with God (John 5:18). 
Indeed, if Jesus were just a charismatic rabbi who preached love, mercy, and 


forgiveness, then why would anyone want to crucify him? 


In John 8:56, Jesus told the Jewish leaders, “Your father Abraham rejoiced 
that he was to see my day; he saw it and was glad.” This understandably 
puzzled them because Abraham had died more than a thousand years earlier. 
“You are not yet fifty years old, and have you seen Abraham?” they said. To 
which Jesus responded, “Before Abraham was, I AM.” 


The next verse says the people “took up stones to throw at [Jesus]” so he 
wasn’t just making an eccentric statement about being really old. Rather, he 
was taking God’s sacred name, which was first revealed to Moses (I AM 
WHO I AM), and applying it to himself. This name was so sacred it 
couldn’t even be written down, and it was later replaced in writing with the 


Hebrew word for “Lord.” 


In this one declaration, Jesus affirmed that he existed eternally before 
Abraham, which sent the high priests into a frenzy and motivated them to 
kill Jesus for blasphemy (John 8:59). Biblical scholars Robert Bowman and J. 
Ed Komosewski say this reaction from Jesus’ audience “confirms that they 


thought he was making a divine claim.”” 


Some critics respond that these kinds of claims are only found in John’s 
Gospel, which was the last to be written. According to them, Jesus’ divinity 


was a later legend that supplanted stories about a merely human Jesus (a 


hypothesis we will further debunk in the next few chapters).° 


It is true the earlier Gospels emphasize Jesus’ humanity more than John’s 


Gospel, but that doesn’t mean they denied Jesus’ divine nature. 


For example, in those Gospels Jesus implicitly affirmed his divine identity 
by gathering twelve disciples, who symbolized the twelve tribes of Israel. 
Rather than representing one of the tribes himself, such as the tribe of Levi 
(which had a claim to the priesthood), Jesus stood apart from the twelve 
disciples, and gathered them together in the same way that God called the 


twelve tribes of Israel. 


In Mark 12, Jesus shared a parable about a vineyard whose wicked tenants 
kill the servants the owner has sent. The parable is similar to other 
illustrations from the prophets, who identified the vineyard with Israel and 
the servants with the prophets Israel previously rejected (Isa. 5). But in Jesus’ 
parable, the owner’s last action is to send his son, whom the wicked tenants 
also kill. Notice how Jesus identifies himself not with a servant of the 
vineyard owner (that is, one of the human prophets), but with the owner’s 
son.’ Just as the son of the vineyard owner was killed because of his 
relationship to the father, so too would Jesus be killed because of his claim 


to having a special and unique relationship with the heavenly Father. 


Jesus also spoke of a relationship with God that was unlike what any 
human being shared with the divine when he said, “All things have been 
delivered to me by my Father; and no one knows the Son except the Father, 
and no one knows the Father except the Son and any one to whom the Son 
chooses to reveal him” (Matt. 11:27). 


Finally, when Jesus refers to himself as the “Son of Man” he is not denying 
his divine sonship but applying a messianic title from the book of Daniel that 
would not be appropriate for a mere human being. Daniel has a vision of 


heaven and says: 


I saw in the night visions, and behold, with the clouds of heaven there 


came one like a Son of Man, and he came to the Ancient of Days and was 
presented before him. And to him was given dominion and glory and 
kingdom, that all peoples, nations, and languages should serve him; his 
dominion is an everlasting dominion, which shall not pass away, and his 
kingdom one that shall not be destroyed (7:13-14). 


So, if Jesus was too moral to be a liar and too sane to be a lunatic, then he 
must have been the Lord.'” Right? 


Not so fast. The agnostic New Testament scholar Bart Ehrman says that 
“there could be a fourth option—legend.”'' Perhaps later generations of 
Christians, or even the ruling secular powers, manufactured stories about 
Jesus claiming to be divine and performing miracles. This theory forms the 


basis for our next counterfeit. 


3 Robert A.J. Gagnon, The Bible and Homosexual Practice: Texts and Hermeneutics (Nashville, TN: 
Abingdon Press, 2001), 212. 

4 Dan Barker, Godless: How an Evangelical Preacher Became One of America’s Leading Atheists 
(Berkeley, CA: Ulysses Press, 2008), 181-183. 

5 C.S. Lewis, Mere Christianity (New York: Harper One, 1980), 53. 

6 In chapter ten we will address how Jehovah’s Witnesses mistranslate this verse in order to avoid its 
obvious meaning. 

7 Robert M. Bowman Jr. and J. Ed Komoszewski, Putting Jesus in His Place: The Case for the Deity 
of Christ (Grand Rapids: Kregel Publications, 2007), 97. 

8 For a response to claims of this kind against this specific verse see Douglas McCready, He Came 
Down from Heaven: The Preexistence of Christ and the Christian Faith (Wheaton, IL: InterVarsity 
Press, 2005), 149-150. 

9 William Lane Craig, Reasonable Faith 3rd ed. (Wheaton, IL: Crossway Books, 2008), 310-312. 

10 For a rebuttal of the claim that Jesus really was a liar or a lunatic see Karlo Broussard, Prepare the 
Way (El Cajon, CA: Catholic Answers Press, 2018), 141-148. 

11 Neely Tucker, “The Book of Bart” The Washington Post, March 5, 2006. Available online at: 
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2006/03/04/AR2006030401369.html. 
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Victim of Conspiracies 


During a prayer meeting I led for our local youth group a girl came up to 
me with a copy of The Da Vinci Code (DVC). She asked, “Have you read 
this? It has really shaken my faith!” 


I glanced it over and said, “It’s just a novel, right? Why does it bother 


your” 


“Because the author says that his story is based on real facts about the 
Catholic Church. Like how the Church hid the Gospels that told the real 


story about Jesus.” 


I'd heard these kinds of claims before, so I promised her that by our next 
meeting [’d get her “the rest of the story.” I read the DVC over the 
following weekend and what stuck out to me most was not the book’s 
formulaic plot or lackluster characters. It was instead the sheer number of 
brazen falsehoods in a book that begins with this preface: “FACT: All 
descriptions of artwork, architecture, documents, and secret rituals in this 


novel are accurate.” 


At our next meeting, instead of debunking every single inaccuracy I just 
focused on the most important and inaccurate claim made by the novel’s 
historian character Sir Leigh Teabing: Jesus was just a wise teacher, and 
belief in his divinity did not occur to anyone until the Roman emperor 
Constantine mandated it at the Council of Nicaea in A.D. 325. He also 
claims there were other Gospels that were “outlawed, gathered up, and 


burned” because they told this “real story” about Jesus. '” 


This means all we have been left with today 1s a story about a Jesus who 
claimed to be divine and rose from the dead that was made up to replace the 


real story of a merely human teacher. 


But how can that be true if. . . 


. .. The Conspiracy Is Impossible 


Teabing makes it sound like Emperor Constantine just walked into a few 
churches, gathered up all the documents that would foil his plans, and then 
quietly destroyed them without anyone noticing. But the number of ancient 
manuscripts and the size of the ancient Church would make such a feat 


impossible. 


Even if all the Gospels were gathered up and destroyed, that wouldn’t 
remove them from the memory of the Christians who had heard them and 
cared about them passionately. St. Augustine once told St. Jerome that the 
people of Tripoli rioted in the streets because Jerome’s new translation of 


'S Now, consider that 


the book of Jonah was so unfamiliar to them. 
Christians comprised between seven and ten percent of the Roman Empire 
in the year 300, some three to four million people.'* Imagine what these 
millions of people would have done if Constantine presented a completely 
new story about Christ to them! It’s inconceivable that they would all 
abandon their faith in the “mortal Jesus” in favor of this new Imperial belief 


system without leaving a trace. 


Destroying the Gospels also wouldn’t erase their existence from the 
voluminous writings of the Church Fathers—the Christian writers and 
leaders of the first few centuries. The critical author Bart Ehrman admits 
that, when it comes to the Church Father’s quotations of the New 
Testament, “so extensive are these citations that if all other sources for our 
knowledge of the text of the New Testament were destroyed, they would 
be sufficient alone for the reconstruction of practically the entire New 


Testament.” 


But the reality is that the fourth-century Church could never have 


destroyed all the Gospels that were in circulation at that time. 


There currently exist over 5,000 copies of New Testament manuscripts 
written in Greek, and over 9,000 manuscripts written in other languages like 


Latin, Coptic, and Syriac." 


Sixty-nine of the Greek manuscripts can be 
dated to within 250 years of the original copies,'’ suggesting that there were 
hundreds or even thousands more in circulation at the time that, like ninety- 


nine percent of all ancient manuscripts, were later lost."* 


Furthermore, no one was ever in a position to gather up all the New 
Testament manuscripts and replace or destroy them. If it took the United 
States government ten years and extensive satellite surveillance to find 
Osama Bin Laden hiding in a cave in Afghanistan, how much better could 
Constantine’s minions do in trying to find hundreds of manuscripts hidden 


in similar caves in the ancient world? 


Finally, we should note that the first complete copy of the New 
Testament, called the Codex Sinaiticus (because it was discovered in a 
monastery at the foot of Mount Sinai), can be dated to within 300 years of 
the original documents. Compare this to Homer’s Iliad, which was written 
in the eighth century B.C. Although a few fragments of the Iliad can be 
dated to within 500 years of Homer, the oldest complete copy of the Iliad 
was written in the tenth century A.D., or 1,800 years later! 


Biblical scholar F. F. Bruce puts it bluntly: “There is no body of ancient 
literature in the world which enjoys such a wealth of good textual attestation 


as the New Testament.” 


..- The Apocryphal Gospels Are Not Reliable 


Many people think there are only four Gospels: Matthew, Mark, Luke, and 
John. It’s true that there are only four canonical Gospels—accounts of Christ’s 
life that the Church recognizes to be the inspired word of God. But in the 


decades and centuries that followed these accounts, other Gospels appeared 


that claimed to record the life of Christ. These apocryphal texts include the 
Gospel of Peter, the Gospel of Philip, and the Gospel of Mary Magdalene, 


among many others. 


According to the DVC, “Constantine commissioned and financed a new 

Bible, which omitted those [apocryphal] Gospels that spoke of 
Christ’s human traits and embellished those Gospels that made him 
godlike.””° 


Actually, the reverse is true. 


The first-century canonical Gospels, like Matthew and John, emphasize 
that Jesus was fully man: he experienced hunger (Mark 11:12), ate food 
(Luke 24:43), shed tears (John 11:35), suffered to the point of sweating 
blood (Luke 22:44), and died on a cross (John 19:30). It was a later heresy 
called Docetism that claimed Jesus only looked human. According to the 
Docetists, Christ’s humanity was like a costume that he, as God the Son, put 


on for our sake after he came down to earth. 


In his letter to the Smyrneans, St. Ignatius of Antioch curtly rebuffed the 
Docetists by saying of Jesus, “He suffered truly, even as also he truly raised 
up himself, not, as certain unbelievers maintain, that he only seemed to 


suffer, as they themselves only seem to be [Christians].””! 


Even though the apocryphal Gospels vary considerably from the canonical 
Gospels in their description of Christ’s earthly ministry, none of them 
actually support the DVC’s conspiracy theory that Jesus was married to Mary 
Magdalene and that his descendants went on to form a powerful dynasty. 
The closest they come to saying this is in a difficult-to-decipher passage in 
the Gospel of Philip, which says of Mary Magdalene that Jesus “loved her 


more than all the disciples, and used to kiss her often on her mouth.” 


Even if the Gospel of Philip did say that Jesus was married to Mary 
Magdalene, it was written 200 years after the apostle Philip died, so it’s not a 
reliable record of Christ’s life.** Harvard professor Karen King notably did 


not appeal to this text in making her arguments that Jesus was married (she 


says it was probably a kiss of fellowship and not a romantic kiss). Instead, she 
presented to scholars what seemed to be an ancient Egyptian manuscript that 
contained the phrase, “Jesus said to them, ‘my wife...” But that document 


turned out to be a medieval forgery.” 


The apocryphal Gospels contain scenes that certainly make for entertaining 
reading. One example is the Gospel of Thomas’s description of how a five- 
year-old Jesus made clay doves come to life, killed a child who was mean to 
him and then (thankfully) brought the child back from the dead. But when 
it comes to historical reliability they are, in the words of New Testament 
scholar Craig Blomberg, “little more than an artificial framework for 


. . . . 2. 
imparting Gnostic doctrine.” 


Gnosticism, which comes from the Greek word for knowledge (gnosis), 
claimed that an inferior deity created the evil material world. Humanity’s 
salvation, therefore, comes not from the death and resurrection of God- 
made-man but from obtaining secret knowledge about how to unite with the 
superior deity that created the good spiritual world. This is evident in the 
opening lines of the Gospel of Thomas: “Whoever discovers the 
interpretation of these sayings will not taste death,” in contrast with the real 
Jesus, who said in John 8:51, “If anyone keeps my word, he will never see 


death.” 


The first Christians rejected these Gnostic heresies and affirmed that Jesus 
Christ was fully God and fully man. In A.D. 110, Ignatius of Antioch wrote, 
“Por our God, Jesus Christ, was, according to the appointment of God, 
conceived in the womb by Mary, of the seed of David, but by the Holy 
Ghost.”” Thirty years later, the Christian writer Aristedes wrote, “God 


came down from heaven, and from a Hebrew virgin assumed and clothed 


himself with flesh.” 


These Church Fathers, along with the other early witnesses of the 
Christian faith, taught the full humanity and divinity of Christ centuries 
before Emperor Theodosius declared Christianity the official religion of the 


Roman Empire in A.D. 381. 


This brings us to the last piece of evidence that debunks conspiracies like 
those found in The Da Vinci Code. 


. . . Belief in Jesus’ Divinity Existed for Centuries Before 


Constantine 


One of the earliest evidences for Christian belief in the divinity of Christ 
comes from the letters of the New Testament. Paul says that Jesus Christ is 
the “image of the invisible God” (Col. 1:15), in whom “the whole fullness 
of deity dwells bodily” (2:8-9). But some people who deny Christ’s divinity 
translate Colossians 2:9, “For in him the fullness of the divine quality dwells 


bodily [emphasis added].” 


To say Jesus has the fullness of divine quality instead of divinity could mean 
that Jesus is like God but not fully God. But Paul doesn’t use the Greek 
word that means “divine quality” (theiotes) in this passage. He instead uses 
the Greek word theotes, which means that the very essence of the thing in 
question is God.” Paul also says in Titus 2:13 that we are “awaiting our 
blessed hope, the appearing of the glory of our great God and Savior Jesus 
Christ” (Titus 2:13). 


In response, some critics claim that Titus 2:13 should be translated “wait 
for the happy hope and glorious manifestation of the great God and of our 
Savior, Jesus Christ,” which implies that only the title Savior belongs to Jesus 
and not great God. But although it is true that humans can be saviors in a 
limited sense, only God can save humanity from sin, which is the salvation 
being talked about in this verse (see v.11). Furthermore, both God and Savior 
apply to Jesus in Titus 2:13 because of a rule in Greek grammar called 
Granville Sharp’s Rule.* Basically, this rule applies in the following 


circumstances: 


1. You have two nouns that are not proper names. 


2. The first noun has an article in front of it but the second does not. 


3. Both nouns are connected by the word and (in Greek, kai). 


In 2 Peter 1:11 we see the rule applied in the following passage: “So there 
will be richly provided for you an entrance into the eternal kingdom of our 
Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.” In this case, Lord and Savior are not proper 
names; the Greek word translated as Lord has an article but the Greek word 
translated as Savior does not; and both words are connected by the word and. 
We can conclude from Sharp’s Rule that both Lord and Savior refer to the 
same person: Jesus Christ. Since Titus 2:13 has an almost identical sentence 
structure to 2 Peter 1:11, why not translate it the same way and say that 


Jesus is both our Savior and our “great Gode”’ 


At this point some people might ask, “How do you know these references 
weren't just added to the New Testament centuries later?” Well, aside from 
the ancient biblical manuscript evidence, we have citations from enemies of 


the Church that corroborate Christian worship of Jesus. 


Pliny the Younger, the second-century governor of the Roman province 
of Bythinia, interrogated Christians who refused to sacrifice to the gods. In a 
letter to Emperor Trajan he observed that Christians “were in the habit of 
meeting on a certain fixed day before it was light, when they sang in 
alternate verse a hymn to Christ as to a god, and bound themselves to a 


solemn oath.” 


Lucian of Samosata was a second-century playwright who thought 
Christians were gullible and ignorant fools. In his work The Passing of 
Peregrinnus he says that Christians “have sinned by denying the Greek gods, 
and by worshipping that crucified sophist himself and living according to his 
laws.” A third-century drawing called the “Alexamanos graffito” even shows 
a Roman soldier worshipping a man with a donkey head being crucified. 


The drawing’s caption reads, ““Alexamanos worships [his] God.” 


Finally, one of my favorite whoppers in the DVC occurs when Teabing 
claims, “‘Jesus’ establishment as ‘the Son of God’ was officially proposed and 


voted on by the Council of Nicaea.” Another character responds, “Hold on. 


You’re saying that Jesus’ divinity was the result of a vote?” 


“A relatively close one at that,” Teabing replies.” But according to Bible 
critic Bart Ehrman, “There certainly was no vote to determine Jesus’ 


divinity: this was already a matter of common knowledge among Christians, 


and had been from the early years of the religion.” 


At Nicaea, the bishops were voting on how Jesus’ divinity should be 
understood and expressed, not on whether he was divine at all. They asked, 
“Was Jesus equal in divinity with the Father or just similar in divinity to the 
Father?” The result of the final vote yielded 316 bishops in favor of the view 
that Jesus is equal in divinity with the Father and none in favor with the 


view that he is similar, while two abstained from voting.”! 


So the vote at Nicaea was indeed “relatively close” —to being a unanimous 
affirmation of the orthodox Catholic faith. 


But how do we know that the Gospel accounts that informed the bishops’ 
decisions were accurate in the first place? Let’s now examine the claim that, 
even if “the real Jesus” wasn’t purposefully hidden from us by an ancient 


conspiracy, perhaps he was simply lost to “the sands of time instead.” 
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3 
Man of Mystery 


C.S. Lewis once said that one of the greatest obstacles to Christianity is not 
that the Bible contains miraculous accounts, but that it contains ancient ones. 


He writes of modern man: 


In his mind the present occupies almost the whole field of vision. Beyond 
it, isolated from it, and quite unimportant, is something called “The Old 
Days”—a small, comic jungle in which highwaymen, Queen Elizabeth, 
knights-in-armor, etc., wander about . . . [modern man] is “science,” not 
“history,” [which] is therefore felt to be much more real than The Old 
Days.” 


If you’ve ever played the children’s game of Telephone, you know how 
quickly a message can become distorted after it gets relayed through many 
people. Perhaps the same thing happened to the story of Jesus as the Bible 


was copied over and over again throughout the centuries. 


The skeptic D.M. Murdock insists that the first retellings of the Gospel 
stories could not have been accurate because the Gospels themselves are 
unreliable. She writes, “Not only are the Gospels anonymous but also the 
dates at which they unmistakably emerge in the historical record are far too 
late for them to serve as the writings of ‘eyewitnesses’ or even companions 


to eyewitnesses.””” 


Given these circumstances, there’s allegedly no way for us to separate 
historical facts about Jesus from later pious fictions designed to instill faith in 


Christ. This counterfeit Christ embodies modern skepticism that claims the 


real Jesus is buried under pious fictions that can never be separated from 


historical facts. 


But how can that be true if... 


... The Gospels Have Known Authors 


A layperson might be puzzled at the idea that the Gospels are anonymous. 
After all, doesn’t it say right at the top of each one, “The Gospel according 
to Matthew”’—or Mark, or Luke, or John? 


But skeptics claim that these titles were added later to the Gospel 
manuscripts and that the Gospels themselves do not identify who wrote 
them. For example, the Cambridge Companion to the Gospels says of Mark’s 
Gospel, “Like the other New Testament Gospels, this one is anonymous. 
The author makes no self-reference within the narrative by which we might 
identify him, nor has he ‘signed’ his account. The title “The Gospel 


according to Mark” was added subsequent to the Gospel’s completion.””* 


It’s true that the Gospel texts didn’t originally come with bylines. But 
many documents in the ancient world, including ones modern critics 
consider to be trustworthy, are also technically anonymous. The works of 
ancient Roman historian Tacitus do not bear his name, but very few 
historians have ever questioned that Tacitus wrote the Annals.” We know 
Tacitus is the author of that work because other ancient writers identify him 
as such.*® And all the way back in the fourth century, St. Augustine was 
demonstrating how the same external confirmation of the authors of pagan 


works confirms the traditional authorship of the New Testament.”’ 


In fact, in A.D. 125 the bishop Papias wrote about how he sought 
knowledge about the apostles from people who had direct contact with 
them. Concerning the matter of who recorded their teachings he wrote, 
“Mark, being the recorder of Peter, wrote accurately but not in order 
whatever he [Peter] remembered of the things either said or done by the 
Lord. . . . Matthew composed the logia [sayings] in Hebrew style; but each 


recorded them as he was able.””*® 


The assumption that the Gospels are anonymous also does not stand up to 
scrutiny when we compare them to actual anonymous Christian writings. 
The biblical letter to the Hebrews, for example, is anonymous, and in the 
early Church this manuscript was speculatively attributed to a variety of 
authors (with Origen of Alexandria saying “only God knows” who wrote 
it). According to biblical scholar Brant Pitre, ““That’s what you get with a 
truly anonymous book of the New ‘Testament: actual anonymous 
manuscripts, and actual ancient debates over who wrote it. But that’s 
precisely what you don’t find when it comes to Matthew, Mark, Luke, and 
Johne’”” 


Finally, if someone wanted to write fictional literature about Jesus, we 
would expect him to attribute it to a famous source like St. Peter (which is 
exactly what happened with the apocryphal Gospel of Peter). But who are 
Mark and Luke? They’re nobodies. It seems more likely, then, that the 
Gospel of Mark and the Gospel of Luke bear these names simply because 
these were the authors of those texts. Even the Gospel of Matthew seems 
unlikely to be a forgery, because although Matthew was an apostle, he had 
been a tax collector and thus would have been among the lowliest of the 


apostles. 


Granted, the Gospel of John may seem to be a prime candidate for being a 
forgery because of John’s stature, but the fourth Gospel does not explicitly 
say that John the apostle wrote it.” If a forger was trying to gain attention for 
his false Gospel by pretending that John the apostle wrote it, he did a pretty 
bad job! 


. . . The Gospels Are Early and Reliable 


What about the claim that the Gospels were written long after the events 
they purport to describe and so they aren’t reliable records of Jesus’ ministry? 
Some ill-informed skeptics claim that the Gospels were written as late as 


centuries after Jesus lived, but even that wouldn’t make them completely 


unreliable.*' The biographies of Alexander the Great and Siddhartha 
Gautama (or the Buddha) were written 300-500 years after the death of their 
subjects, yet most scholars still consider them to be reliable sources about 


2, 
these men.* 


That said, it’s impossible for the Gospels to have been written centuries 
after Jesus’ crucifixion, because by the second century the Church Fathers 
were already citing them. But even if the Gospels were written as late as 
A.D. 70-100 (dates typically given by skeptical scholars), that would still be 
well within a time range for their authors to accurately remember what 
happened. However, there is evidence the Gospels were written even earlier 


than these skeptical scholars claim. 


Consider that the Acts of the Apostles ends with Paul under house arrest in 
Rome and does not record his execution in A.D. 64 or the fall of Jerusalem 
in A.D. 70. Therefore, it is very likely that Acts was written before those 
events took place. Since Acts is the sequel to the Gospel of Luke, that would 
place Luke’s composition in the early 60s at the latest. And if Mark had been 
a source for Luke, as most biblical scholars maintain, that would place 


Mark’s Gospel earlier still. 


Just as today we have confidence in the ability of Vietnam veterans to 
remember events that happened decades earlier, we should have confidence 
that eyewitnesses could accurately remember what happened during Jesus’ 
earthly ministry. In fact, we should have more confidence in them, since 
ancient cultures—lacking computers, printing presses, or even ready paper— 
were proficient at preserving accurate and detailed oral traditions. Some 
rabbis could even recite the Torah (the first five books of the Old 


Testament) from memory! 


Furthermore, it’s not like the apostles waited to transmit the details of 
Jesus’ life and teachings until they wrote the Gospels decades later. They 
were traveling preachers who told and re-told these stories in different 


churches and communities, keeping alive a faithful record of his words and 


deeds. 


The acclaimed Greco-Roman historian A.N. Sherwin-White also tells us 
that legends cannot corrupt the core historical facts of a narrative that are 
recorded within two generations of the events it describes.** Given that the 
Gospels were written within this timeframe, he notes how skepticism 
toward the Gospels is misplaced: “It is astonishing that while Greco-Roman 
historians have been growing in confidence, the twentieth century study of 
the Gospel narratives, starting from no less promising material, has taken so 


gloomy a turn in the development of form criticism.” 


... The Gospels Contain Hints of Historicity 


The early Church was sometimes divided by disputes, such as whether it was 
wrong to eat meat that had been sacrificed to idols (1 Cor. 8). If the early 
Church had invented the Gospels, we would expect to find Jesus being used 
in them as a ventriloquist dummy to settle those disputes. But we don’t— 
and this “editorial restraint” supports the view that Gospels are indeed what 


scholars call bioi, or ancient biographies.” 


However, even if the Gospels were not fabricated but were intended to be 
authentically biographical, some people may still claim that they’re just not 
reliable, because they contradict one another. For example, Ehrman says of 
the Resurrection accounts, “All four Gospels agree that on the third day 
after Jesus’ crucifixion and burial, Mary Magdalene went to the tomb and 


found it empty. But on virtually every detail they disagree.’’*° 


Do these disagreements over details in the most critical part of the Gospels 
—Jesus’ resurrection—undermine their historical reliability? I don’t think so, 


for a few reasons. 


First, the Gospels agree on the important primary elements of the empty 
tomb accounts and only vary in secondary details. For example, Mark says 
the women went to the tomb “when the sun had risen” (Mark 16:2), 


Matthew says it was “toward the dawn” (Matt. 28:1), Luke says it “early 


dawn” (Luke 24:1), and John says it was so early it was “still dark” (John 


20:1), which all describe the same period around sunrise. 


Second, the discrepancy in minor details usually occurs because some 
details are simply not described, not because there is a blatant contradiction. 
For example, when John says, “Mary Magdalene came to the tomb early” 
John 20:1) he wasn’t saying that Mary Magdalene was the only woman who 
went to the tomb (though the Gospels do agree that she was among the 
several women who went). John was simply focusing on Mary Magdalene 


and her later response to the disciples. 


Third, we don’t discount other ancient histories just because of minor 
discrepancies among them. The Roman historians Suetonius, Dio Cassius, 
and Tacitus don’t agree on where Nero was during the Great Fire of Rome 
but that doesn’t mean Rome didn’t burn in A.D. 64.* If we trust other 
ancient accounts in spite of differences in details, why don’t we do the same 
with the Gospels? As the secular historian Michael Grant writes, “|T]he 
discovery of the empty tomb 1s differently described by the various Gospels. 
But if we apply the same sort of criteria that we would apply to any other 
ancient literary sources, then the evidence is firm and plausible enough to 


necessitate the conclusion that the tomb was indeed found empty.” 


Finally, these differences actually count in favor of the Gospels’ authenticity, 
because if the Gospels were all strictly identical to one another we would 
only have one source for Jesus’ life, not four, which would be less 


trustworthy. 


Moreover, in some cases these differences subtly harmonize with one 
another and reveal details that are beyond the creative abilities of any 
forger.”” For example, before Jesus miraculously fed 5,000 people he said to 
Philip, “How are we to buy bread, so that these people may eat?” (John 
6:5). Why would Jesus ask Philip, a fairly minor apostle, this important 
question, instead of someone to whom he had given more authority, like 


Peter or Andrew? 


The answer can be found in Luke’s account of the same miracle, which 
says the feeding of the 5,000 took place outside the town of Bethsaida (Luke 
9:10). Peter, Andrew, and Phillip were all from Bethsaida John 1:44), but 
Mark tells us that Peter and Andrew were currently living in Capernaum 
(Mark 1:29). This means that Philip would have been more likely to know 
who was currently selling goods like bread in the city—because he recently 
lived there. 


Mark’s account also tells us that before the feeding of the 5,000, Jesus 
implored the disciples to come with him to a quiet place because “many 
were coming and going, and they had no leisure even to eat” (Mark 6:31). 
Why were so many coming and going? The answer is only found in John’s 
account, which tells us it was Passover (John 6:4). E.P. Sanders, an expert in 
Judaism during the time of Jesus, estimates that between 300,000 and 
500,000 Jews visited Jerusalem during Passover, so we can understand why it 


was so busy!”’ 


All of these elements, combined with the advances of scholarly historical 
studies in recent years, further support the reliability of the Gospels.*' Peter 
Kreeft and Ronald Tacelli ably summarize the hopeful attitude we should 


have to these inspired texts: 


Complex, clever hypothesis after hypothesis follows another with 
bewildering rapidity and complexity in the desperate attempt to debunk, 
“demythologize” or demean the data—like declawing a lion. No book in 
history has been so attacked, cut up, reconstituted, and stood on its head as 
the New Testament. Yet it still lives—like Christ himself.” 
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COUNTERFEITS 
from Atheists 


A 
Mythical Messiah 


In 2012, I debated Jim Travis, a representative from the local chapter of the 
Freedom from Religion Foundation, on the question, “Does God exist?” 
In the debate I wanted to show that God 1s not just the ultimate cause of the 
universe, but that he also loves us and wants to save us from our sins. That’s 
why I provided evidence for the one miracle that proves the veracity of 


Christianity: Jesus’ bodily resurrection from the dead. 


In response to this evidence, Travis claimed I had actually provided “no 
proof’ for my case and dismissed any evidence I offered from the Bible. 
During cross-examination I asked Travis a question that exposed his radical 


skepticism: 
“Well, do you believe Jesus even existed?” 


“No I don’t,” he replied in a mater-of-fact tone. “There were many 
historians, many who lived at that time and none of them wrote about Jesus. 


There are many historians who don’t think there ever was a Jesus.” 


Now there’s a counterfeit Christ—one that simply never existed. 


But how can that be true if. . . 


... Most Ancient Historians Wouldn’t Have Cared 


When Jim said, “There are many historians who say Jesus never existed,” I 


asked an obvious follow-up question. 


“What historians?” 


Jim simply repeated, “Many historians!’ which elicited a healthy amount 
of laughter from the audience. But according to Bart Ehrman, “The view 


°>4 Tim was 


that Jesus existed is held by virtually every expert on the planet. 
probably referring to popular writers (almost all of whom are not historians 
or New Testament scholars) who claim that an absence of ancient testimony 


about Jesus proves he never existed. 


For example, in their book the Jesus Mysteries, Timothy Freke and Peter 
Gandy list twenty-four ancient authors who lived within 100 years of Jesus, 
and wonder why none of them describe Jesus’ life or miracles.” This style of 
argument actually goes back to a 1909 list devised by the skeptic John 
Remsburg that includes: 


Philo-Judaeus, Seneca, Pliny the Elder, Juvenal, Martial, Persius, Plutarch, 
Justus of Tiberius, Apollonius, Quintilian, Lucanus, Epictetus, Silius 
Italicus, Statius, Ptolemy, Hermogones, Valerius Maximus, Arrian, 
Petronius, Dion Pruseus, Paterculus, Appian, Theon of Smyrna, Phlegon, 
Pompon Mela, Quintius Curtius, Lucian, Pausanias, Valerius Flaccus, 
Florus Lucius, Favorinus, Phaedrus, Damis, Aulus Gellius, Columella, Dio 


Chrysostom, Lysias, Appion of Alexandria. 


But these lists are flawed, because they assume these authors (if they even 


knew who Jesus was) would have wanted to write about Jesus. 


For starters, many of these authors didn’t even write about history. 
Pausanias and Pompon Mela wrote Greek and Roman geographies. Ptolemy 
and Pliny the Elder were scientists who recorded information about the 
natural world. Theon of Smyrna, Favorinus, and Gellius wrote reflections on 
philosophy (Theon’s only surviving work is entitled On Mathematics Useful 
for the Understanding of Plato). Other writers, such as Hermogenes, Quintilian, 
Apollonius Dyscolus, and Dio Chrysostom focused on practical subjects like 
speechmaking. And Columella limited his writing to the subject of trees that 


existed within the Roman Empire! 


Moreover, many of the authors who were historians did not usually write 


about the time period in which Jesus lived. Statius, Flaccus, and Apollonius 
the Sophist only wrote about ancient Greek subjects, and Arrian is best 
known for his chronicles about Alexander the Great—who lived 400 years 
before Christ. Many of these authors didn’t even write about Christians, but 
that doesn’t prove there were no Christians in the first and second century. 


(There were; we have their writings.) 


But wouldn’t some of these authors have “taken a break” from their 
normal subjects in order to write about someone who performed incredible 
miracles like Jesus? Well, if they did hear these accounts, they probably 
would have dismissed them as idle tales about a failed messiah. Historian 
John Meier puts it well: “Jesus was a marginal Jew leading a marginal 
movement in a marginal province of a vast Roman Empire. The wonder is 
that any learned Jew or pagan would have known or referred to him at all in 


the first or early second century.””° 


The few non-biblical sources that do attest to Jesus only mention him 
because of the surprising fact that his followers did not abandon this 


“marginal Jew.” 
... Some Ancient Historians Did Write About Jesus 


The Roman historian Tacitus records in his Annals that after the great fire in 
Rome, Emperor Nero fastened the blame on a despised group of people 
called Christians. Tacitus identifies this group thusly: “Christus, the founder 
of the name, was put to death by Pontius Pilate, procurator of Judea in the 
reign of Tiberius.”” Biblical scholar F.F. Bruce says, “It may be regarded as 
an instance of the irony of history that the only surviving reference to 
[Pontius Pilate] in a pagan writer mentions him because of the sentence of 


death which he passed on Christ.”””” 


Some critics object that Tacitus only speaks of Christ, which is a title that 
does not specifically refer to Jesus by name. But the reason Tacitus does this 
is in order to show his readers that Christ was the founder of a new and 


popularly despised religion named after him. Connecting the title of Christ 


to Christians without explaining the word’s meaning is like saying Buddhists 
follow a man named Buddha, even though Buddha is not a name but a title 


that means “enlightened one.” 


Most scholars agree that this passage is genuine, not a later Christian 
addition to the text. If it were an interpolation, we would expect blame for 
Jesus’ death to be placed on the Jewish leaders, rather than Pilate, so as not 
to incur the wrath of Roman officials who were persecuting the Church. 
According to James Rives, a classical scholar who has edited a book on 
Tacitus, “I’ve never come across any dispute about the authenticity of 


Annals. 15.44; as far as I’m aware, it’s always been accepted as genuine.””® 


Along with Tacitus, the first-century Jewish historian Josephus mentions 
Jesus twice. The longer passage is called the Testimonium Flavianum. Scholars 
are divided on this passage because, although it does mention Jesus, it 
contains phrases that later Christian copyists almost certainly added. These 
include phrases that would never have been used by an unconverted Jew 
like Josephus, such as, “He was the Christ” and, “He appeared alive again 
on the third day.” 


According to New Testament scholar James D.G. Dunn, the passage has 
clearly been subject to Christian additions, but there are also words in it that 
Christians would never use. These include calling Jesus “a wise man” or 
referring to themselves as a “tribe’—which is strong evidence Josephus 


originally wrote something very close to the following: 


At this time there appeared Jesus, a wise man. For he was a doer of startling 
deeds, a teacher of people who received the truth with pleasure. And he 
gained a following both among many Jews and among many of Greek 
origin. And when Pilate, because of an accusation made by the leading 
men among us, condemned him to the cross, those who had loved him 
previously did not cease to do so. And up until this very day the tribe of 


Christians (named after him) has not died out.” 


In the second, shorter reference, Josephus describes the stoning of 


lawbreakers in A.D. 62. One of the criminals is described as “the brother of 
Jesus, who was called Christ, whose name was James.” What makes this 
passage authentic is that it lacks Christian terms like “the Lord,” it fits into 
the context of this section of Josephus, and it’s found in every manuscript 
copy of the Antiquities. According to New Testament scholar Robert Van 
Voorst, “The overwhelming majority of scholars hold that the words 
‘brother of Jesus, who was called Christ,’ are authentic, as is the entire 


passage in which it is found.” 


Finally, it is prejudicial not to include the authors of the New Testament 
among the list of “ancient witnesses” who attest to the existence of Jesus, 
especially when their testimony contradicts the mythicist thesis. That’s 
because the simplest argument against mythicism is this: how did 
Christianity begin without a founder like Jesus of Nazareth who inspired and 


commissioned the apostles? 


Mythicists answer this argument by claiming that Christianity began with a 
few people, like Peter and Paul, who had hallucinatory visions of a heavenly 
Jesus. Over the next few decades these stories turned into legends about an 


earthly Jesus. 


But the earliest sources we have about Jesus—the writings of St. Paul— 
describe Jesus having an earthly existence. Paul makes it clear Jesus was a 
man who was descended from David (Rom. 1:1—3), was born of a woman 
(Gal. 4:4), had a last supper with his disciples (1 Cor. 11:23-26), and was 
crucified and rose from the dead (1 Cor. 15:3-7). 


Some critics object that this isn’t enough, because Paul doesn’t mention 
specific events and miracles that took place during Jesus’ ministry. But early 
Christians who wrote long after the Gospels were composed also did not 
describe key parts of Jesus’ ministry. The Acts of the Apostles, the letters of 
John, the book of Revelation, as well as non-biblical texts like 1 Clement, 
the letter of Barnabas, and the letters of Ignatius, all emphasize Jesus’ death 


and resurrection but do not describe major aspects of his earthly ministry. 


Since Christians who knew the Gospel stories felt free not to mention 
them in their writings about Jesus, we cannot conclude Paul was unaware of 


those stories just because he didn’t mention them, either. 
... The First Christians Believed in an Earthly Jesus 


Paul’s connection to the historical Jesus is verified when he tells us about 
people who were “in Christ before him” who gave him information about 
Jesus. In Galatians 1:18-19, Paul even says he knew the apostles and writes, 
“After three years I went up to Jerusalem to visit Cephas, and remained with 
him fifteen days. But I saw none of the other apostles except James the 
Lord’s brother.” As the famous New Testament scholar C.H. Dodd once 
said, “We may presume they did not spend all that time talking about the 


weather.’®! 


Instead, Paul was able to use those two weeks to corroborate what Jesus 
revealed to him (Acts 9:3-6, Gal. 1:16) with what Jesus had taught to the 
apostles—including one apostle named James who was one of Jesus’ relatives 
(in Greek, the word for brother can also mean cousin or step-brother). If Jesus 
had a relative that Paul communicated with, he could not possibly have been 


a myth. 


This is why mythicists have to say that Paul meant that James was only a 
spiritual “brother” of the Lord—just as today Christians will call one another 
“brother” and “sister.” But when Paul identifies someone as being a 
Christian or “brother in the Lord,” he just calls him “the brother” like he 
does for Quartus in Romans 16:23 or Apollos in 1 Corinthians 16:12.°° The 
term “brother of the Lord” must therefore have a meaning beyond simply 


being a Christian. According to Bart Ehrman: 


When [Paul] says that along with Cephas [Peter], the only apostle he saw 
was “James, the brother of the Lord,” he could not mean the terms brother 
in a loose generic sense to mean “believer.”’ Cephas was also a believer, 


and so were the other apostles. And so he must mean it in the specific 


sense.”? 


Moreover, if Jesus were a myth then the Gospels would have to be 
completely mythical as well. That’s why Richard Carrier believes that Mark 
wrote a meta-parable derived from the Old Testament rather than a kind of 
ancient biography. But what makes this thesis strange is that we know of no 
“meta-parables” as long as the Gospels in the entire Greco-Roman world. 
Moreover, if Mark’s entire Gospel were an allegory, all the incidental 
historical details in it couldn’t be incidental or historical: they’d have to have 


a deeper allegorical meaning. 


For example, in Mark 15:21 we read that Simon of Cyrene was forced to 
carry Jesus’ cross and that he happened to be the father of Alexander and 
Rufus. The traditional interpretation of this passage is that Mark’s Roman 
audience probably knew of Alexander and Rufus and that’s why Mark 
included this detail. In Romans 16:13, Paul even sends greetings to a Rufus, 
who was “eminent in the Lord.” But if these two people existed and their 


father knew Jesus, then the mythicist theory fails. 


Carrier, therefore, says this reference is part of an allegory wherein Simon 
of Cyrene represents Cyreanean hedonistic philosophy. This philosophy 
gave birth to Alexander, who represents the failed military ideals of 
Alexander the Great, as well as Rufus, who represents the first-century cynic 
philosophy of Gaius Musonius Rufus. Jesus’ contact with Simon represents 
how the celestial Christ nullified the worldly passions of the Cyreanean 
philosophers. 


Or, as Carrier puts it, “The way of Cyrene (attachment to the world) gave 
birth to the two ways of the world (military might and man-made 
philosophy), which end in destruction—unless we submit to God. Those 


worldly ways were just what Christ had destroyed along with his own 
flesh.”’°* 


What can we say to this? Well, just as when we hear hoof beats in the 


distance we should think horses and not unicorns, when we see incidental 


historical details in the Gospels it makes much more sense to treat them as 
such and not read complex allegories into them when the evidence does not 


warrant it. 


Finally, if the mythicist theory were true, then at some point in Christian 
history there would have been a break or outright conflict between new 
converts who believed in a real Jesus and the older establishment view that 
Jesus never existed. The early Christian leaders, known as Church Fathers, 
loved to stamp out heresy. They wrote massive treatises criticizing heretics 
and erroneous ideas about Jesus—and yet in all of their writings, the heresy 


that Jesus never existed is never mentioned. 


Amazingly, no one in the entire history of Christianity (not even early pagan 


critics like Celsus or Lucian) seriously argued for a mythical Jesus until the 


65 


eighteenth century.”? Alternate theories about Christianity plagued the 


Church for century after century, yet mythicism is never among them. This 
makes it likely that Christians always believed in a historical Jesus, because 


such a person really did exist. 
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5 
Pagan Copycat 


One night during college, in between playing video games and drinking 
more soda than any human being should ingest, my friend Will and I started 
to talk about my conversion to Catholicism. As the clock ticked past 
midnight, he went over to his computer and said, “Dude, you’ve got to see 


this documentary. It will change everything you think about religion.” 


I pulled up a chair and he clicked on a video called Zeitgeist. The cover 
showed the earth with a steel cage wrapped around it and the trailer 
ominously warned that “there are people guiding your life and you don’t 


even know it.” 
“Come on man, you don’t really buy into this stuff, do you?” I said. 
“Just hear them out!” he pleaded. 


I only made it through a third of the movie, but it was the part that Will 
wanted me to see—because it claimed Jesus never existed. But rather than 
claiming that Jesus’ later followers mixed up fact with legend, the movie said 
that stories about Jesus were copied from pagan mythology. Whether 
Egyptian, Greek, or Persian, it said, in all these ancient religions there were 
gods who happened to be born of a virgin on December 25, were 
accompanied by twelve disciples, performed miracles, were crucified, and 


then rose from the dead. 


Don’t think for a second that such theories are only found among a fringe 
group of people on the internet. Zeitgeist has viewed millions of times in 


Youtube alone, and there are dozens of books and articles out there claiming 


that the story of Jesus is just a mish-mash of older pagan savior myths. 


“How do you explain all that?” Will asked. “I mean it’s basically the same 
story, ripped off from other places!” 


But how can that be true if. . . 


... The Parallels Are Strained or Nonexistent 


In 1961, Samuel Sandmel published an article in the Journal of the Society of 
Biblical Literature that described the phenomena of parallelomania. This 
happens when scholars try to find any similarities between two stories, no 
matter how strained, and then claim that these “parallels” prove one of the 


sources is copying the other. 


A prime example of this is Joseph Atwill’s 2005 book, Caesar’s Messiah: The 
Roman Conspiracy to Invent Jesus. He claims there are parallels between the 
writings of Josephus and the Gospels showing that the latter are just 
fictionalized accounts of the former. Atwill makes other fringe thinkers look 
mainstream, as he claims that not only did Jesus not exist, but neither did 


Peter, James, the other apostles, or even St. Paul. 


For example, Atwill says that when Jesus called the disciples to be “fishers 
of men” (Matt. 4:19) this is a coded reference to a scene in Josephus’s Jewish 
War where Jews try to escape murderous Romans by swimming in the Sea 
of Galilee. In other words, the call to evangelize is really an ironic reference 
to when the Romans “caught Jews like fish” in the Battle of Lake Tiberias.” 
This is such a textbook example of parallelomania that even Atwill’s 


mythicist colleagues like Robert Price have rebuked his work.® 


But the alleged parallels between Jesus and other pagan deities in Zeitgeist 
are just as implausible. For example, Zeitgeist says, ““Mithra, of Persia, born of 
a virgin on December 25; he had twelve disciples and performed miracles, 


and upon his death was buried for three days and thus resurrected.” 


Sounds impressive, but is any of it true? 


First, the mythical Mithra was not born of a virgin. He emerged fully 
grown from a rock (which 1s only a “virgin” in the most strained sense of 
that word). There also isn’t any evidence Mithra was born on December 
25. That’s just made up. Even if he was, the Bible never says Jesus was born 
on that day; the early Church chose it among several other candidates in 


order to celebrate Jesus’ birth, not to define when it happened. 


There is a painting of Mithra standing next to twelve figures, but there is 
no evidence they are disciples (they were probably just references to the 
Zodiac). There is also no ancient record of Mithra dying or being 


resurrected from the dead.°’ 


When it comes to the Egyptian God Horus, Zeitgeist claims: 


“{He] was born on December 25 of the virgin Isis-Meri . . . at the age of 
thirty he was baptized by a figure known as Anup and thus began his 
ministry. Horus had twelve disciples he traveled about with, performing 
miracles such as healing the sick and walking on water. . . . Horus was 


crucified, buried for three days, and thus, resurrected.” 


Most of the Jesus/Horus connection comes from the bad scholarship of 
nineteenth-century amateur Egyptologists like Gerald Massey and Alvin 
Boyd Kuhn. Tom Harpur writes in his book The Pagan Christ (which is 
dedicated to Kuhn) that “there was a Jesus in Egyptian lore many thousands 
of years ago.” His name was Iusu, Iusa, according to Gerald Massey, and that 


name means “the coming divine Son who heals or saves.””” 


But according to Egyptologist Ron Leprohon, they “have the syntax all 
wrong. In any event, the name ‘Isua’ simply does not exist in Egyptian.” 
The standard etymology of the name Jesus comes from the Hebrew word for 


Joshua (Yehoshu’a), which means “Yahweh is salvation.” 


There is also no evidence among ancient Egyptian records that Anup 
baptized Horus or that Horus had twelve disciples. Horus’s conception 


occurred when his mother Isis engaged in sexual relations with the dead 


body of his father Osiris (hardly a “virgin birth”). The claim that Horus 
was crucified is based solely on images of Horus standing with his arms 
spread wide. The standard account of his death describes Horus being bitten 
or stung by a scorpion and his grieving mother asking the God Thoth to 
bring him back to life.” 


Indeed, many of the so-called resurrections in ancient mythology are just 
reanimations of the deceased, which are far different from Jesus’ glorious 
resurrection to immortal life. This includes Horus’s own father Osiris, whose 
dead body was dismembered and scattered around Egypt before being re- 


assembled to allow Osiris to become the undead ruler of the underworld.” 


The parallels between Jesus and Greco-Roman deities fare no better, like 
Zeitgeist’s claim that “Dionysus of Greece, born of a virgin on December 25, 
was a traveling teacher who performed miracles such as turning water into 


: ” 
wine. 


Although Dionysus was a Greek god of wine and festivals, he is never said 
to have turned water into wine as Jesus did at the wedding of Cana. Instead, 
in one story he replaced the water in a spring with wine that tasted like 
water (so that he could rape a water nymph). According to New Testament 
scholar Carsten Claussen, “None of the scant supposed parallels from 
Hellenistic sources displays a changing of water into wine. The parallels are 
not close enough to explain the origin of the tradition behind John 2:1- 
(aes 


There is also no source before the time of Christ that identifies Dionysus’ 
birthday as December 25. Dionysus has a complicated birth story that 
involves him being conceived after Zeus had physical relations with women 
like Persephone or Demeter. These are not “virgin births,” because the 
women have physical relations with gods that have human forms. These 
encounters are not like the Holy Spirit “overshadowing” Mary in a way that 


precludes her having intercourse with anyone, divine or human (Luke 1:35). 


Finally, the Greek god Attis was not, as Zeitgeist claims, “born of a virgin” 


but, in most accounts, came into existence when blood or divine bodily 
fluids spilled on the ground. This caused a tree to grow whose fruit later 
impregnates a human woman. Attis was not crucified but died under a tree 
and, according to Giulia Gasparro, “The notion of a ‘resurrection’ of Attis 


does not belong to the Phrygian mythical-ritual context.””° 


These claims about Attis probably have their origin in an 1875 book by 
Kersey Graves called The World’s Sixteen Crucified Saviors. In one of its 
chapters there is a header that reads “Atys of Phrygia Crucified 1170 B.C.” 
Graves then writes of Attis, without evidence, “He was suspended on a tree, 
crucified, buried, and rose again.”’’ But this book is so inaccurate that one 
prominent atheist website lists a warning saying that “readers should be 
extremely cautious in trusting anything [emphasis in the original] in this 


book.” 
... Lhe Plausible Parallels Are Too Late 


Sometimes the parallels between Jesus and a pagan source are real and 
uncannily close, but that’s only because the pagan source is copying the story of 


Jesus. 


In Mithraism, for example, there 1s a communal meal that Justin Martyr 
says was an imitation of the Christian Eucharist.” According to Mithraic 
scholar Richard Gordon, the Roman Mithra cult began no earlier than the 
early second century, so there’s no way it could have influenced the New 
Testament documents that were written decades earlier.*” Another Mithraic 
scholar also informs us that “Justin is comparing only the ceremony. .. . It 
would be quite wrong to say that he is comparing the Mithraic theology with 
the Christian one that the bread and cup ‘represent’ the body and blood of 
Christ [emphasis in the original].”*' So not only did the Christian part of the 


parallel come first, it’s not even a substantive parallel. 


Even scholars who should know better succumb to this kind of error. For 
example, in the first pages of his book How Jesus Became God, Bart Ehrman 


tells a story about a first-century miracle worker believed to be the Son of 


God who survived his own death. But instead of Jesus, Ehrman reveals he’s 
talking about a contemporary of Jesus named Apollonius of Tyana. This sets 
the stage for Ehrman to talk about how ancient stories about men becoming 


gods were common and so the Jesus story should be regarded as a similar 


kind of folklore.® 


Less sophisticated critics appeal to the Apollonius story as another “pagan 
influence” behind the story of Christ without noting it was first told by a 
Greek writer named Philostratus in the third century after Christ was born. 
Ehrman himself neglects to mention that Philostratus 1s our only source for 
the life of Apollonius and that the wife of Emperor Septimius Severus (A.D. 
145-211) commissioned him to write a biography about Apollonius.’ Maria 
Dzielska notes that the Apollonius legend grew “thanks to a governor of 
Bithynia—Sossianus Hierocles, who used Philostratus’s work, none too 


popular in the third century, to combat Christianity.” 


Ehrman acknowledges this theory in a footnote, but then claims that all he 
is doing is showing how belief in “God-men” was easily accepted in the 
Roman cultural context. But if belief in a God-man like Apollonius was 
only easily accepted because it was crafted to imitate Jesus, that still doesn’t 
explain how belief in Jesus’ divinity came about among fiercely monotheistic 
first-century Jews. The Jewish philosopher Philo tells us that the Jews in 
Jerusalem rioted against Pontius Pilate simply because of golden shields he 
erected in Jerusalem that bore an inscription saying Emperor Tiberius was the 
Son of God.” Why would these same devout believers completely abandon 


Jewish monotheism in favor of a pagan savior myth? 


The answer 1s, “They wouldn’t,” and as T.N.D. Mettinger observes in his 
scholarly monograph Riddle of the Resurrection: Dying and Rising Gods in the 
Ancient Near East: 


There is, as far as I am aware, no prima facie evidence that the death and 
resurrection of Jesus is a mythological construct, drawing on myths and 


rites of the dying and rising gods of the surrounding world. While studied 


with profit against the background of Jewish resurrection belief, the faith in 
the death and resurrection of Jesus retains its unique character in the 


history of religions.”° 


The biggest problem with the “pagan copycat” thesis is that it assumes the 
first followers of Jesus came to believe in his resurrection simply because 
they heard stories about resurrections in other pagan mythologies. But 


ancient Jews knew these pagan stories were just that—stories. 


More importantly, Jesus’ resurrection was not like any of those stories. It 
was not an assumption into heaven like what was claimed for other 
mythological god-men (what is called apotheosis). It also was not an 
ahistorical, mythical-poetical idea like that of pagan deities who “die” every 
winter and are “reborn” every spring in unison with the crop cycle. Ehrman 
even admits that, apart from Apollonius of Tyana, “I don’t know of any 
other cases in ancient Greek or Roman thought of this kind of ‘God-man,’ 
where an already existing divine being is said to be born of a mortal 
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woman.’”*” 


If the third-century account of Apollonius is derived from the story of 
Jesus, that makes the story of the “God-man” Jesus all the more exceptional 


and difficult to explain—apart from the Incarnation actually taking place. 


Gerd Ludemann is a scholar who denies that Jesus rose from the dead, but 
even he affirms that the apostles had some sort of experience of the risen 
Christ. The claim that Jesus appeared to his disciples shortly after his death 
could not be a later legend. Ludemann writes, “It may be taken as 
historically certain that Peter and the disciples had experiences after Jesus’ 
death in which Jesus appeared to them as the risen Christ.”** The question 


we must ask is, “What explains these appearances?” 


Ludemann and many skeptical scholars believe that the apostles simply had 
erief-induced hallucinations. Is this explanation sufficient to explain the 
unique and verifiable historical facts associated with Jesus’ bodily resurrection 
from the dead? 
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6 
Rotting Corpse 


Sit and smile. That was all I could do, even though I wanted to rebut my 
debate opponent Dan Barker during his closing speech. Dan was once a 
Protestant pastor, but ever since his “de-conversion” in the 1980s he has 
become a kind of preacher for atheism (he currently serves as the co- 
president of the Freedom From Religion Foundation). In 2015 we debated 
whether or not God existed, and three years later we were on stage at 
Minnesota State University to debate a more specific question: “Does the 
Christian God exist?”*” 


I thought the debate went well. I was able to neutralize Dan’s tactic of 
scattering dozens of difficult Bible verses in an effort to make the God of the 
Bible look like a moral monster. By the time we got to cross-examination, I 
was prepared to dive into one argument Dan had not addressed yet: my 


evidence for Jesus’ resurrection. 


But instead of addressing the evidence I raised, Dan just went right back to 
the alleged atrocities of the Old Testament. It was only during his closing 
statement, which was the last speech of the night, that Dan addressed my 
arguments. He claimed that what really happened after Good Friday was that 
the apostles believed Jesus’ spirit rose from the dead while his body still lay in 
the tomb. For them, that was enough to turn defeat into victory; yet 


modern Christians have misunderstood their theology ever since. 


But how can that be true if. . . 


... St. Paul Believed in a Bodily Resurrection 


It’s bad form to bring up new arguments or objections in your closing 
statement because your opponent has no opportunity to respond to them. I 
was frustrated, but I held my tongue. I didn’t get the chance that night to 
rebut Dan’s “spiritual resurrection” hypothesis. But now I do have the 


chance—so here’s what’s wrong with it. 


First, the earliest testimony we have about the Resurrection comes from 
St. Paul’s letters, which describe Jesus undergoing a bodily resurrection from 
the dead. Dan tries to get around this fact by claiming that Paul used a 
Greek word for Jesus’ resurrection that only refers to spiritual resurrection. 
Specifically, egeiro, which just means “rise” or “wake up.” He does not use 


the word that means “resurrection” (anastasis, anistemi). Barker also claims: 


It is perfectly consistent with Christian theology to think that the spirit of 
Jesus, not his body, was awakened from the grave, as Christians today 
believe that the spirit of Grandpa has gone to heaven while his body rots in 
the ground. In fact, just a few verses later Paul confirms this: “Flesh and 
blood cannot inherit the kingdom of God.’ The physical body is not 
important to Christian theology.” 


Yet in Romans 1:4, Paul says that Jesus was “designated Son of God in 
power according to the Spirit of holiness by his resurrection [anastaseos| from 
the dead.” Contra Barker, Paul does describe Jesus rising from the dead with 
a form of the Greek word anastasis. Moreover, in 1 Corinthians 15 Paul uses 
egeiro and anastasis interchangeably when speaking about the relationship 
between our future resurrection from the dead and Christ’s resurrection. 


Paul writes: 


Now if Christ is preached as raised [egegertai] from the dead, how can some 
of you say that there is no resurrection [anastasis] of the dead? But if there 
is no resurrection [anastasis] of the dead, then Christ has not been raised 
[egegertai]. If Christ has not been raised [egegertai], then our preaching 1s in 
vain and your faith is in vain (1 Cor. 15:12-14). 


Paul’s argument is simple: if we don’t rise from the dead, then Christ 
didn’t rise from the dead. But since Christ did rise from the dead we can be 


confident that we too will rise from the dead. 


What about Barker’s citation of 1 Corinthians 15:50 (“Flesh and blood 
cannot inherit the kingdom of God”) and Paul’s general use of the term 
“spiritual body”? Well, we have to remember what Paul was up against in 


Corinth. 


Pauline scholar John Ziesler believes that Paul was trying to convince 
people that the resurrection of the dead is not a mere reanimation of one’s 
corpse. For Paul, the “spiritual body” in the Resurrection “seems to mean 
something like ‘outward form,’ or ‘embodiment’ or perhaps better ‘the way 
in which the person is conveyed and expressed’ . . . a resurrection of the 


whole person, involving embodiment but not physical embodiment.””' 


When Paul writes, “Flesh and blood cannot inherit the kingdom of God,” 
he is using a Semitism—a Jewish way of speaking—about the natural state of 
humanity apart from the grace of God. We can’t inherit the kingdom of 
God without being moved by God’s spirit. However, that doesn’t mean that 
in this kingdom we will only be spirits. Spiritual, in this context, refers to a 
thing’s orientation as opposed to its substance. It’s like when we say the Bible is 
a “spiritual book” or when Paul writes, “The spiritual man judges all things, 


but is himself to be judged by no one” (1 Cor. 2:15). 


The subjects in these statements are not non-physical, ghostly apparitions 
but books and people ordered toward the will of God. As St. Augustine said, 
“As the Spirit, when it serves the flesh, is not improperly said to be carnal, so 
the flesh, when it serves the spirit, will rightly be called spiritual—not 
because it is changed into spirit, as some suppose who misinterpret the 


text 9992 


... Lhe New Testament Records Jesus’ Bodily Appearances 


Barker also claims Paul cannot be talking about a bodily resurrection because 


he describes Jesus “appearing” to the disciples in 1 Corinthians 15. Barker 
writes that “the word ‘appeared’ in this passage is also ambiguous and does 
not require a physical presence. The word ophthe, from the verb horao, 1s 
used for both physical sight as well as spiritual visions.””’ Barker then gives 
two examples to prove that Paul is talking about the disciples having a 


purely spiritual vision of Jesus. 


The first involves Luke’s description of how a man from Macedonia 
appeared (opthe) to Paul in a vision (Acts 16:9-10). The second involves the 
“appearances” of Moses and Elijah on the Mount of Transfiguration (Matt. 
17:3). Barker asks the reader, “Did Moses and Elijah appear physically to 
Peter? Shall we start looking for their empty tombs? This is obviously some 


kind of visionary appearance.””* 


But Barker’s argument doesn’t work because a person can “appear” to 
someone without being a ghost or spirit. I can ask my wife, “Are you going 
to make an appearance at our party tonight?” without expecting her to 
materialize out of thin air. In the incident with the Macedonian, Luke 
makes it clear he’s talking about a dream Paul had—‘‘a vision appeared to 
Paul in the night” (Acts 16:9). But when Paul and the other New Testament 
authors talk about Jesus appearing to the disciples, they don’t describe those 


appearances as being part of a vision or dream. 


For example, Luke describes the disciples saying, “The Lord has risen 
indeed, and has appeared to Simon!” (Luke 24:34). Luke uses the word opthe 
to describe this appearance, but in the proceeding verses he records Jesus 
appearing in an explicitly embodied form. Jesus tells the apostles, “See my 
hands and my feet, that it is I myself; handle me, and see; for a spirit has not 
flesh and bones as you see that I have” (Luke 24:39). 


Barker’s use of Moses’ and Elyah’s appearing on the Mount of 
Transfiguration backfires, because the text does not describe a purely 
visionary experience. 2 Kings 2:11 tells us that Elijah went up alive into 


heaven and Jude 9 alludes to a Jewish legend about Moses’ body being taken 


up to heaven. It would be entirely appropriate that these men appeared to 
Peter with bodies that God protected from death and decay. Peter even 
declares that he will build a tent for Moses and Eliyah (Matt. 17:4), and no 
one present corrects Peter’s suggestion by saying that it is only the spirits of 


Moses and Elyah that are present and so tents are unnecessary. 


Finally, Paul was a Pharisee, so he believed in a future, bodily resurrection. 
But unlike the unconverted Pharisees, Paul taught that our bodies will be 
transformed so that they resemble Jesus’ glorified resurrection body. He told 
the Philippians, “We await a Savior, the Lord Jesus Christ, who will change 
our lowly body to be like his glorious body” (3:20—21). To the Church at 
Rome he wrote, “If the Spirit of him who raised Jesus from the dead dwells 
in you, he who raised Christ Jesus from the dead will give life to your 


mortal bodies also through his Spirit who dwells in you” (8:11). 


This expectation would not make sense unless the first Christians believed 
that Jesus’ body was gloriously reigning in heaven rather than rotting away 


in a tomb outside of Jerusalem. 
... The Hallucination Hypothesis Can’t Explain Everything 


In his debates and books, Barker uses a variant of the hallucination hypothesis 
to explain the post-resurrection appearances of Jesus to his disciples. He 
claims that Peter felt so guilty after denying Jesus at his trial that he imagined 
he heard the voice of Jesus consoling him after the Crucifixion. Barker 
conjectures that after hearing such a voice, “Peter triumphantly tells his 
friends, ‘I talked with Jesus! He is not dead! I am forgiven!’ His friends say, 
‘Peter talked with Jesus? Peter met Jesus? He’s alive! It’s a spiritual 
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kingdom 


One problem with this idea is that hallucinations of a risen Jesus do not 
explain the datum of Jesus’ empty tomb. In my book Why We’re Catholic, I 
presented several pieces of evidence for the historicity of Jesus’ empty tomb, 
including its verifiable location in Jerusalem and the testimony of the 


Church’s enemies who indirectly acknowledged it was empty by claiming 


that the disciples stole Jesus’ body.”° 


Another piece is the fact that women were said to have discovered the 
tomb. Even in the second century, critics of the Church were using this 
detail to attack the Resurrection accounts. In his dispute with Origen, for 
instance, the pagan writer Celsus mocked Origen for trusting the testimony 
of a “half-frantic woman.””” Luke tells us that the men even checked the 


tomb for themselves in order to verify what the women said about it (Luke 


24:11-12). 


If the discovery of Jesus’ empty tomb had been a fabrication, we would 
expect the Gospel’s authors to have grounded this detail in more reliable 
characters—like the male apostles or even the Jewish and Roman officials. 
Since they didn’t, this makes it more likely the account is historical and 


wasn’t invented to support belief in the Resurrection. 


In our debate, though, Barker dismissed this detail. Women were always 
associated with tombs, he said, because they anointed the bodies of the 
deceased. Therefore, we would expect a detail like this even in a completely 
fabricated account of the Resurrection. But that doesn’t explain why a 
fabricated account of the empty tomb would rely on female testimony—even 
if it did include it. 


The Evangelists could have, for example, depicted the men going with the 
women in order to roll away the stone (in Mark 16:3, the women even ask 
themselves, “Who will roll away the stone for us from the door of the 
tombe”). In the later, apocryphal Gospel of Peter, Jesus emerges from the 
tomb in the presence of both the Jewish elders and the Roman guards (one 
of whom is named Petronius). But this account still includes the details 
about the women visiting the tomb because, as one scholar notes, “it was so 


much a part of the Easter story that the redactor could not leave it out.”” 


Furthermore, as N.T. Wright points out in his book The Resurrection of the 
Son of God, there are no examples in the pagan world or in Jewish thought 


of belief in a person dying, experiencing the afterlife, and then returning to a 


glorified, immortal, bodily existence in the present life. If the apostles had 
somehow all hallucinated the same thing, they would have imagined 
something familiar to them—like a Christ who had been spiritually assumed 
into heaven. But as we’ve seen, they preached that Jesus experienced a bodily 
resurrection from the dead, which Jews of the time did not believe could 


happen until the end of the world. 


Finally, we should be skeptical of the idea that the apostles experienced 
egrief-induced group hallucinations of any kind. Instead of this exceedingly 
rare phenomenon, it would have been more likely for them simply to do 
what followers of other messiah figures, like Theudas or “the Egyptian,”” 
did. Rather than hallucinate that these men had risen from the dead (either 
spiritually or physically), many simply gave up on the idea of a Messiah and 
returned to their regular lives. Others went on, as Wright puts it, to find a 


“new Messiah”—even within the deceased’s family. 


But the followers of Jesus did not do either of these things, which leads 
Wright to ask: 


Why did Christianity even begin, let alone continue, as a messianic 
movement, when its Messiah so obviously not only did not do what a 
Messiah was supposed to do but suffered a fate which ought to have 
showed conclusively that he could not possibly have been Israel’s anointed? 
... Their answer, consistently throughout the evidence we possess, was 
that Jesus, following his execution on a charge of being a would-be 
Messiah, had been raised from the dead.'”” 
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Rabbi Yeshua 


One night, while I was staying with a host family on a mission trip, my hosts 
asked my teammate John and me about our faiths. John was Protestant and 
was never at a loss for words in a conversation (which I appreciated at the 
end of a long day when I wanted a break from talking). But as he began to 
answer, one of the hosts interrupted John and said, “I think we’ve heard 
enough from you.” She then turned to me: “What about you? What’s your 
religious background?” 


“Oh, I’m Catholic. Well, my Dad is Jewish and my mom used to be 
Catholic, but I came into the Catholic Church about ten years ago.” 


The wife was delighted, because she was also Catholic, but her husband 
didn’t seem amused. Later I learned that he was Jewish and the couple had 
an interfaith marriage. As we left the next morning, the husband gave me a 
wry smile and said, “I’ll have to send you some books on Judaism, you little 


turncoat.” 


Though he meant it in jest, the issue of Jews becoming Christians is a 
sensitive one in the Jewish community; feelings of “betrayal” are not an 
infrequent reaction to news that someone has converted.'”' Ancient and 
medieval Jewish writers described Jesus as having been born of an affair 
Mary had with a Roman soldier named Pantera, which is a pun derived 
from the similarity between the name Panthera and the Greek word for 
virgin, parthenos. They describe Jesus as an evil sorcerer who used the power 


of Yahweh’s name to perform miracles and subsequently led people away 


from worshipping him." 


Modern Jews have adopted a much more positive view of Jesus, and tend 
to blame his immediate followers for the tensions that have arisen between 
Jews and Christians since the first century. According to Rabbi Shmuley 
Boteach: 


Once Jesus is stripped of his anti-Semitic cloak and restored as the wise 
rabbi and devoted Jewish patriot he was, there is much Jews can learn from 
him. But the Jews have not and cannot ever accept Jesus as he exists in 
Christian theology . . . belief in a messiah who did not fulfill the messianic 


prophecies is anathema to us Jews, a fact that will never change.'”’ 


From the modern Jewish perspective, Jesus was a misunderstood rabbi who 
taught people to follow the Torah and never claimed to be either the 
Messiah or God incarnate. After his death, Jesus’ followers twisted the 
Hebrew Bible’s prophecies to fit his life and then turned against their Jewish 
brethren by couching Jesus’ teachings in anti-Semitic descriptions of Jews 


who did not become Christians. 


But how can that be true if. . . 


... Lhe New Testament Is Not Anti-Semitic 


One Jewish objection to Jesus is that he could not have inspired the authors 
of the New Testament because the New Testament promotes hatred of 
Jews. Jesus must instead be a rabbi whom the first Christians misunderstood, 


heaping blame and scorn on “the Jews” who persecuted their Lord (John 


Tals 


Because half of my family is Jewish ’'m more sensitive than many people to 
the presence of anti-Semitism, including how even a term like “the Jews” 
can have anti-Semitic undertones. But the authors of the New Testament 
were faithful Jews (except for the Gentile Luke) that followed a Messiah 
who was “born under the law” (Gal. 4:4). 


In the first century, debate about Jesus’ messianic identity was debate 
between Jews, and rival Jewish schools often used very harsh language with 
one another. Evidence from the Dead Sea Scrolls shows that they would call 
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their fellow Jews “sons of darkness,” “sons of the pit,” and tools of Satan! 


Craig Evans says: 


The polemic found in the writings of Qumran [where the Dead Sea Scrolls 
were found] surpasses in intensity that of the New Testament. In contrast 
to Qumran’s esoteric and exclusive posture, the early Church proclaimed 
its message and invited all believers to join its fellowship. Never does the 
New Testament enjoin Christians to curse unbelievers or opponents. 
Never does the New Testament petition God to damn the enemies of the 
Church. But Qumran did.'”* 


When John talks about “the Jews” (Greek: hoi Ioudaioi) he’s talking about 
specific Jewish leaders in Jerusalem, not every Jew at that time. One example 
that makes this clear involves the aftermath of Jesus’ healing of the man who 
had been blind since birth. John tells us, “The Jews did not believe that he 
had been blind and had received his sight, until they called the parents of the 
man who had received his sight” (John 9:18). 


They told them that their son was an adult and they could ask him directly 
about the matter. John then reveals, “His parents said this because they 
feared the Jews, for the Jews had already agreed that if anyone should confess 
him to be Christ, he was to be put out of the synagogue” (John 9:22). 


But this man’s parents were Jewish, so “the Jews” clearly refers to specific 
Jews (including many of the Jewish leaders) who were opposed to Jesus’ 
mission (see John 7:13). This is similar to how a modern person might use 
terms like the Americans or the Republicans to refer to national or party 
leadership. So, even though John says, “He came to his own home, and his 
own people received him not” (John 1:11), John is not saying that all Jews 


rejected Jesus. 


In the next verse, John declares, “But to all who received him, who 


believed in his name, he gave power to become children of God.” The 
New Testament does not teach that Judaism is something Christians should 
vilify, because Jesus affirmed that “salvation is from the Jews” (4:22). St. Paul 
declares that God has not abandoned the Jewish people (Rom. 11:1) and 
expresses his hope that, even though a part of Israel has rejected the Messiah 
in the future, “all Israel will be saved” (Rom. 11:26).' 


.. . Jesus Fulfilled Messianic Prophecies 


The reason we refer to Jesus of Nazareth as Jesus Christ is because Christ 
comes from a Greek title that means “Anointed One.” (This is also why 
Jesus is sometimes called the Christ or simply, Christ). In ancient Judaism, the 
term was mashiach, or in English, Messiah. Israel’s kings, priests, and prophets 
were anointed with oil (1 Kings 19:16 Lev. 4:3) and so they were considered 
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messiahs and charged with leading God’s people. 


But when most people talk about “the Messiah” they refer to the person, 
prophesied in the Old Testament, who would come and usher in an age of 
peace and restore the kingdom of David. The prophecies include, among 
many others, promises that he would be descended from David (Isa. 11:1), 
inaugurate a new covenant (Jer. 31:31), suffer for our sins (Isa. 53:5), 
conquer death (Isa. 25:8), and usher in an age of peace in which all people 
know the true God (Isa. 2:5, 11:9). Later rabbinic interpretations of the Old 
Testament have also held that the Messiah would bring about the 


reconstruction of the temple in Jerusalem, which was destroyed in A.D. 70. 


The New Testament shows how Jesus fulfilled messianic prophecies related 
to his birth in Bethlehem (Micah 5:2, Matt. 2:4-6) and his entry into 
Jerusalem while riding a donkey (Zech. 9:9, John 12:14-15). When the high 
priest asked Jesus if he was the Messiah, Jesus answered, “I am; and you will 
see the Son of Man sitting at the nght hand of Power, and coming with the 
clouds of heaven” (Mark 14:62). 


Finally, when the risen Christ appeared to Cleopas and his companion on 


the road to Emmaus, he spoke to them of his own crucifixion (which they 


were lamenting) and asked, “Was it not necessary that the Christ should 
suffer these things and enter into his glory?” (Luke 24:26). Luke then tells 
us, “And beginning with Moses and all the prophets, he interpreted to them 
in all the scriptures the things concerning himself” (Luke 24:26—27). 


Modern Jews usually reject Jesus as the Messiah because they say either he 
failed to fulfill genuine messianic prophecies or the Old Testament passages 
that Jesus did fulfill aren’t actually messianic prophecies at all. The proper 
interpretation of Isaiah 53 is an example of the latter objection. It describes a 
“suffering servant” who would be wounded for our transgressions and by his 
wounds heal us (v. 5). He would be like “a lamb that is led to the slaughter” 
(v. 7) and assigned a grave with the wicked (v. 9). But ultimately this servant 
would “make many to be accounted righteous; and he shall bear their 


iniquities” (v. 11). 


The earliest Fathers of the Church, such as Justin Martyr, saw these 
descriptions of a suffering servant fulfilled in Christ’s passion and death.'”’ 
But Jewish critics like Gerald Sigal claim that “the history of Israel, down 
through the ages, shows that the servant is none other than Israel 
personified.”'** But although Israel was often punished for its own sins or 
was the victim of other people’s sins, neither the Bible nor Jewish history 
describes the nation of Israel atoning for other people’s sins, as the suffering 


servant does in Isaiah 53. 


In addition, the earliest Jewish sources after the time of Christ, like the 
rabbinic Talmud and Aramaic summaries of Scripture called Targums, all 
identified the text as referring not to a nation but to an individual, and in 
many cases that individual was the Messiah." According to Michael Brown 


in his book Answering Jewish Objections to Jesus: 


How tempting it would have been for the Talmudic rabbis and their 
successors to interpret this passage with reference to Israel—rather than to 
the Messiah or any other individual—seeing that it played such an 


important role in Christian interpretation and polemics. Yet they did not 


interpret the passage with reference to the nation of Israel in any recorded 
traditional source for almost one thousand years, nor did they interpret it 


with reference to national Israel with unanimity thereafter.''° 
. . . Jesus Surpasses All Other Messiah Claimants 


Observant Jews often claim that Jesus is not the Messiah because he did not 
rebuild the temple in Jerusalem. But although Christ did not rebuild that 
temple made of stone, he did “raise up” something even better: his own 
body, which would become the final and perfect sacrifice to which all the 


temple sacrifices were a precursor (c.f. Heb. 10:10). 


N.T. Wright points out how “God’s house in Jerusalem was meant to be a 
‘place of prayer for all the nations’ (Isa. 56:7; Mark 11:17); but God would 
now achieve this though the new temple, which was Jesus himself and his 
people.”'"' Christ’s resurrection also fulfilled his promise to the Jewish 
authorities: “Destroy this temple, and in three days I will raise it up.” John 
tells us Jesus was referring to “the temple of his body” (John 2:19—21), and 
Paul makes it clear that all believers make up “the body of Christ” (1 Cor. 
12:27) and have become “temples of the Holy Spirit” (1 Cor. 6:19). 


Pinchas Lapide is an orthodox Jew who believes that Jesus rose from the 
dead based on the historical and biblical evidence. He points out, “If the 
defeated and depressed group of disciples overnight could change into a 
victorious movement of faith, based only on autosuggestion or self- 
deception—without a fundamental faith experience—then this would be a 


much greater miracle than the Resurrection itself.”''” 


Lapide does not believe that Jesus is the Messiah, though, because he 
doesn’t think that Jesus has truly brought the kingdom of God into the 
world. This, however, makes a premature judgment based solely on Christ’s 
first coming. Christians have long held that the Old Testament describes the 
Messiah coming twice—once as a suffering and rejected servant (Isa. 53) and 
again as a liberating king (Isa. 11). Just because Jesus has not fulfilled 
prophecies about world peace (Isa. 11) and the conquering of death (Isa. 25) 


doesn’t mean he is not the Messiah because he can fulfill them at his Second 


Coming. 


Even some Jews from before the time of Christ believed in two comings of 
the messiah, though it involved two different messiahs. For example, the 
original Hebrew text of Zechariah 6:11 refers to crowns (plural) being made 
for the king and priest involved in building the temple. And the first-century 
apocryphal Jewish work The Testament of Simon says: 


My children, obey Levi, and in Judah shall you be redeemed: and be not 
lifted up against these two tribes, for from them shall arise to you the 
salvation of God. For the Lord shall raise up from Levi as it were a priest, 
and from Judah as it were a king, God and man. So shall he save all the 


Gentiles and the race of Israel.''® 


We should also note that Isaiah 11:9 promises that through the Messiah, 
“the earth shall be full of the knowledge of the LORD as the waters cover 
the sea.” In the first century there were probably about eight million Jews 
and less than 10,000 Christians out of a global population of approximately 
300 million.''* That means that less than three percent of the population had 
knowledge of the one true God and only .00003 percent possessed the 
fullness of God’s self-revelation as the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. Today, 
one-third of the world’s population is Christian and more than half the 
population (including Jews and Muslims) professes belief in the God of 
Abraham.'” 


As we saw in our discussion of the evidence for the Resurrection, there 
have been many people throughout Jewish history who claimed to be the 
Messiah. In the time of Jesus this included Theudas and “the Egyptian,” and 
more recently it has included people like Sabattai Sevi (1626-1676) and 
Lubavitcher Rebbe (1902-1994).However, none of these Messiah claimants 
have come anywhere as close as Jesus Christ has to fulfilling the prophecy 
about causing the knowledge of God to be spread across the face of the 
earth. Even Lapide admits: 


The experience of the Resurrection as the foundation act of the Church 
which has carried the faith in the God of Israel into the whole Western 
world must belong to God’s plan of salvation. . . . Since this Christianizing 
is based irrevocably on the resurrection of Jesus, the Easter faith has to be 


recognized as part of Divine Providence.'"° 


Ironically, one good refutation of the counterfeit “misunderstood rabbi” 
Jesus can be found in the late Jacob Neusner’s book A Rabbi Talks with Jesus. 
He points out how Jesus was not like other rabbis who grounded their 
authority in their interpretations of the ultimate authority for God’s people: 
the Torah. Instead, Jesus made himself that ultimate authority through which 


the Torah was understood, which leads Neusner to conclude: 


Jesus was not just another reforming rabbi, out to make life “easier” for 
people. . . . It is disingenuous to offer Jesus a standing, within Judaism, that 
Christianity rightly finds trivial and beside the point. If not Messiah, God 
incarnate, then to what grand issue of faith does my affirmation of a rabbi’s 


or a prophet’s teaching pertain?!” 


In his response to Neusner, Pope Benedict XVI noted, “The issue that is 
really at the heart of the debate 1s thus finally laid bare. Jesus understands 
himself as the Torah—as the Word of God in person.”'"* 


If Jesus is the Messiah, if he is God incarnate, then we should put our faith 
in him and realize how the law has been fulfilled with the Incarnation of the 
almighty lawgiver. Far from rejecting Judaism, the New Testament teaches 
that faith in Jesus as the Messiah, the one Scripture says would be called 
“Mighty God” (Isa. 9:6), fulfills the promises that were first given to the 
Jewish people (Rom. 3:2). 


That’s why Paul could say, “There is neither Jew nor Greek, there 1s 
neither slave nor free, there is neither male nor female; for you are all one in 
Christ Jesus. And if you are Christ’s, then you are Abraham’s offspring, heirs 
according to promise” (Gal. 3:28—29). 
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8 
Prophet Named Isa 


Before my first trip to Israel, I studied as much Hebrew as I could, but I 
ended up only using it at the Western Wall to tell people who mistook me 
for a local, “I’m sorry, I don’t speak Hebrew.” For everywhere else I went, 
it would have been more practical to speak Arabic. For the past three years, 
in fact, the most popular name in Israel for baby boys is Muhammad, which 
is the name of the prophet who founded the religion of Islam in the seventh 


G 
century.'”” 


Muhammad claimed to have recorded a revelation from God in what is 
now called the Quran (sometimes written Koran; it means “recitation” and 
is the sacred text of Islam. The fundamental claim of this revelation is that 
there is only God (Allah) and that Muhammad is his prophet or messenger. 
Islam teaches that it is the completion of the revelation God previously gave 
in the Bible, and accordingly the Quran describes stories involving people 


like Abraham and even Jesus (who in Arabic is called Isa). 


Muslims are adamant that there is only one God and that God does not 
have a son. They say Jesus is not the Son of God but a prophet who, though 
he was born of a virgin, did not rise from the dead or proclaim himself to be 
divine. In fact, when our pilgrim group arrived at one holy site, we saw 
draped across from it a banner with Arabic verses from the Quran 


accompanied by this English translation: 


O People of the Scripture, do not commit excess in your religion or say 
about Allah except the truth. The Messiah, Jesus, the son of Mary, was but 


a messenger of Allah and his word which he directed to Mary and a soul 
[created at a command] from him. So believe in Allah and his messengers. 
And do not say, “Three”; desist—it is better for you (4:171).'”° 


But how can that be true if. . . 


.. . There’s No Good Reason to Trust the Quran 


The late Christian apologist Nabeel Qureshi said he converted from Islam 
because he asked himself, “What reason is there to stand by the koranic 
claims about Jesus when all the other records disagree? The Quran was 
written 600 years after Jesus and 600 miles away. The only reason to believe 
the Quran is an a priori faith in Islam.”'*' In his analysis of all the non-biblical 
references to Jesus, Robert Van Voorst concludes of the Quran, 
“Scholarship has almost unanimously agreed that these references to Jesus are 
so late and tendentious as to contain virtually nothing of value for 


understanding the historical Jesus.”!” 


In other words, because the Quran is so far removed from the historical 
events it purports to describe, the only reason to trust its testimony would be 
if it were the inspired word of God. But Muhammad never claimed to have 
performed any miracles that would vindicate his prophetic claims so there is 
no reason to believe the Quran is inspired. The Quran even admits that no 
sign or miracle had been given to confirm Muhammad’s message. Sura 
(Quran verse) 13:7 says, “[T]hose who disbelieved say, “Why has a sign not 
been sent down to him from his Lord?’” to which God tells Muhammad, 


“You are only a warner, and for every people is a guide.” 


The Quran does offer one proof for the validity of its own testimony. Sura 
2:23 says that “if you are in doubt about what we have sent down upon Our 
Servant [Muhammad], then produce a sura the like thereof and call upon 
your witnesses other than Allah, if you should be truthful.” In other words, 
“If you don’t trust the Quran, try to write something better.” 


Muslim scholar Meraj Ahmad describes this “argument from literary 


eloquence” this way: “[N]o one has been able to imitate [the Quran’s| 
unique literary form. [What] makes the Quran a miracle, is that it lies 
outside the productive capacity of the nature of the Arabic language and 


literature.’”’'”° 


Does it follow that just because something can’t be imitated it must have a 
divine origin? The works of Shakespeare or Dostoevsky are unique and 
inimitable, but that doesn’t mean God dictated them. Second, despite 
Muslim claims to the contrary, the Quran is similar to other medieval Arabic 
works and in some respects even deficient in comparison with them. 


According to the late Iranian author Ali Dashtt: 


The Qo’ran [sic] contains sentences which are incomplete and not fully 
intelligible without the aid of commentaries . . . illogically and 
ungrammatically applied pronouns which sometimes have no referent; and 
predicates which in rhymed passages are often remote from the subjects. 
These and other such aberrations in the language have given scope to 


critics who deny the Qo’ran’s eloquence.'™* 
... The Quran Contradicts Scientific and Historical Facts 


Some Muslim apologists claim that the Quran contains scientific truths that 
wouldn’t be discovered for centuries, and so could have only come from 
divine inspiration. But this requires generous and creative imposition of 
modern scientific knowledge on vague quranic descriptions of the natural 
world. For example, when it is said that the quranic verse about how God 
“creates you in the wombs of your mothers, creation after creation, within 
three darknesses” (39:6), refers to the linings of the abdomen, uterus, and 


amniotic sac. 


Despite the arguments some apologists make for its scientific accuracy, 
there are several verses that appear to contradict modern science. One of 
these 1s the Quran’s description of semen being created not from the testicles 
but “from between the backbone and the ribs” (86:7). Texts like these do 


not necessarily disprove the Quran because, like the Bible, it might be a 
divinely inspired text that speaks through ancient worldviews and does not 
claim to assert modern scientific truths. But they do cast doubt on the idea 
that the Quran contains miraculous scientific knowledge that could have 


only come from God and that this is proof of its trustworthiness. 


One of the most glaring inaccuracies in the Quran, though, is not scientific 
but historical. Aside from mythicists who believe Jesus Christ never existed, 
Muslims are the only group who deny the well-accepted fact that Jesus died 
by crucifixion. The Quran says 1n Sura 4:157: 


And [for] their saying, “Indeed, we have killed the Messiah, Jesus, the son 
of Mary, the messenger of Allah.” And they did not kill him, nor did they 
crucify him; but [another] was made to resemble him to them. And 
indeed, those who differ over it are in doubt about it. They have no 
knowledge of it except the following of assumption. And they did not kill 


him, for certain. 


This should make us seriously doubt the reliability of the Quran, because 
almost everyone, including non-Christians, agree that Jesus was crucified and 
died. Skeptical Bible scholar John Dominic Crossan denies that Jesus rose 
from the dead, but even he says “that he was crucified is as sure as anything 


historical can ever be.’’!” 


In response to this evidence, most Muslims believe that God only made it 
appear that Jesus was crucified by putting someone who looked like Jesus on 
the cross in his place. In the seventh century, Mohammed’s cousin Ibn 
Abbas said this person was a Roman soldier named Tatianos or Natyanus.'”° 
But since, as we’ve seen, the Quran was written too late to be a reliable 
historical source about Jesus, “and since there is no evidence that it is 
divinely inspired,” it follows that there are no reasons to believe its 
testimony when it contradicts the established historical record. This may be 


why some Muslim scholars claim Jesus was indeed crucified, but not “to 
death.””!”’ 


Some modern Muslim apologists, like Shabir Ally and the late Ahmed 
Deedat, claim that God allowed Jesus to be crucified but that Jesus was 
“rescued” from death and so he wasn’t crucified in that sense.'* But it seems 
implausible that God would wait to “rescue” his beloved prophet until after 
he had been tortured, crucified, and then entombed. Also, most translators 
of the Quran recognize that the text makes a distinction between killing and 
crucifixion—and that it denies that either of these things happened to Jesus. 
The key passage in Sura 4:157 is thus rendered in most translations, “they 
did not kill him, nor did they crucify him.”'” 


... The Quran Supports the Bible 


Even if we grant a Muslim apologist that the Quran is without error and 
completely trustworthy, there is still a problem with the claim that we 
should deny Christian doctrines like the divinity of Christ. That’s because 
the Quran tells us that the Gospels (in Arabic, the injeel) are a part of divine 


revelation and we should listen to that revelation too. 


Sura 3:3 says, “He has sent down upon you, [O Muhammad], the Book in 
truth, confirming what was before it. And He revealed the Torah and the 
Gospel.” The Quran says that Jews who do not follow the Hebrew Bible are 
like donkeys who carry heavy books but do not understand them (Sura 
62:3). Christians are also exhorted to follow the New Testament, or as Sura 
5:47 puts it, “[L]et the People of the Gospel judge by what Allah has 
revealed therein. And whoever does not judge by what Allah has revealed— 
then it is those who are the defiantly disobedient.” 


But this creates a contradiction because, as we saw in earlier chapters, the 
Bible teaches that Jesus is fully divine. In response to this problem, Muslim 
apologists claim the parts of the Bible that contradict the Quran are either 
misinterpreted by Christians or that they are textual corruptions added to the 
Bible later, and so not a part of Allah’s original revelation. In order to bolster 
their argument, they often appeal to skeptical biblical scholars like Bart 


Ehrman. 


We've already discussed the outstanding manuscript evidence showing that 
the New Testament could not have been corrupted (intentionally or 
accidentally) by anyone. I have also addressed Bart Ehrman’s claim about the 


130 
°° Here, let us 


Bible’s textual corruption at greater length in other works. 
focus on how Ehrman’s own scholarship undermines the Muslim claim that 


the New Testament only teaches Muslim doctrines. 


One Muslim apologetics website claims that in John 20:28 the apostle 
Thomas is not calling Jesus “God” even though he clearly says, “My Lord 


and my God!” They say Thomas is only saying that Jesus is “like God,” 
because one ancient manuscript, called the Codex Bezae, omits the Greek 


direct article ho before the Greek word for God (theos). They claim: 


The predecessor of the Codex Bezae and other Church manuscripts do not 
contain the article “Ho” (“THE”) in their text (The Orthodox Corruption of 
Scripture, Bart D. Ehrman, p. 266). What this means is that this verse in its 
original form, if it is to be understood to be addressing Jesus (peace be 
upon him) himself; only addresses him as “divine” and not as the 
“Almighty God.” Thus, it is similar in meaning to the meaning conveyed 


when prophet Moses is described as being a “god” in Exodus 7:1.'*! 


So, according to this apologist, the absence of the definite article ho before 
the Greek word for God proves that Thomas addressed Jesus as a mighty 
prophet of God but not the mighty, true God himself. But this muisuses 
Ehrman’s scholarship to support the view that the Codex Bezae records what 


John originally wrote. 


Every other ancient manuscript records Thomas using the definite article 
and saying to Jesus, “The Lord of me and the God of me” [ho kyrios mou kai 
ho theos mou]. New Testament professor Brian Wright points out that the 
Codex Bezae “is an eccentric manuscript and regularly drops the article,” so 
it probably doesn’t reflect the original reading of John 20:28. Ehrman 
conjectures that the scribe who copied the Codex Bezae intentionally left out 


the article ho and kept theos in order to thwart heretics who claimed that 


Jesus and the Father were the same person (a heresy that still persists and we 


will address in chapter 12). 


So this is just evidence that an overzealous scribe in the fifth century 
incorrectly copied previous manuscripts, not that those manuscripts or the 
original text of John 20:28 does not affirm the divinity of Christ. Moreover, 
as Wright points out, even if the original text lacked the definite article 
before theos, he shows that Granville Sharp’s Rule (which we learned about 
in chapter 3) would apply, thus making it undeniable that Jesus is identified 
as theos, or the one God, in this verse.’ In fact, the Muslim apologist’s 
reliance on Bart Ehrman will come back to haunt him, because elsewhere 
Ehrman states, “[T]he Gospel of John—in which Jesus does make such 


divine claims—does indeed portray him as God.” 


If the Quran says we can trust the revelation God gave to St. John, and 
John describes Jesus as being God incarnate, then we should conclude that 
Jesus is not just a prophet that God sent to be a forerunner to Muhammad. 
He is instead the God who sent all the prophets and now comes to manifest 


himself to us, or as the letter to the Hebrews tells us: 


In many and various ways God spoke of old to our fathers by the 
prophets; but in these last days he has spoken to us by a Son, whom he 
appointed the heir of all things, through whom also he created the world. 
He reflects the glory of God and bears the very stamp of his nature, 
upholding the universe by his word of power (1:1-3). 
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New Age Guru 


Deepak Chopra is an alternative medicine doctor and self-help advocate 
whose advice sounds profound but, upon closer examination, turns out to be 


verbose gibberish. For example, consider these two quotes: 
“Attention and intention are the mechanics of manifestation.” 
“Your consciousness quiets an expression of knowledge.” 


The former is a real Chopra quote; the latter 1s just a random combination 
of words strung together by an online “Deepak Chopra quote generator.”’!™ 
It’s hard to tell them apart because Chopra’s “wisdom” consists of vague 
assertions about the mind creating reality combined with scientific jargon. In 
one article he claims, “Quantum theory implies that consciousness must 
exist, and that the content of the mind is the ultimate reality. If we do not 


look at it, the moon is gone.”!” 


Lest you think Chopra is being merely poetic, he really believes that the 
most fundamental element of reality is consciousness and that we create the 
world around us (including the moon). He says that once we attain a high 
level of consciousness we can manipulate reality and accomplish incredible 


feats, like healing ourselves of cancer.'”° 


When it comes to Jesus, Chopra 
A = (79 99 h h 
promotes a common Eastern view of him as a “guru,” or someone who had 


achieved a level of introspective knowledge that leads to human fulfillment. 


In his book The Third Christ, Chopra says, “Jesus did not physically 


descend from God’s dwelling place above the clouds, nor did he return to sit 


at the right hand of a literal throne. What made Jesus the Son of God was 
the fact that he has achieved God-consciousness.”'*” So Jesus is God in the 
sense that we are all “God,” or that we all have the spark of “God- 
consciousness” within us, waiting to be actualized. That’s why Chopra tells 
us, “Jesus intended to save the world” not by dying for our sins but, “by 


showing others the path to God-consciousness.”'* 


But how can that be true if. . . 


... “Guru Jesus” Is Unhistorical 


In his 2008 book Jesus: A Story of Enlightenment, Chopra weaves a fanciful 
tale to explain how Jesus became so “enlightened.” He takes advantage of 
the thirty years of Christ’s life between his birth and the start of his public 
ministry that are not described in Scripture (save for when Jesus’ parents 
found him in the Temple at the age of twelve) to claim that during his teens 
and twenties Jesus went on a journey to India, where he learned the secret 


of enlightenment from other wise men before returning to Galilee. 


Chopra’s tale is just another in a long line of speculative stories about 
Christ’s “hidden years.” They go all the way back to medieval writers, who 
imagined a young Jesus visiting England with his traveling-tin-merchant 
father Joseph of Arimathea (an idea later popularized in William Blake’s 
1808 poem “And did those feet in ancient time”). The claim about Jesus 
going to India comes from Nicolas Notovitch’s 1894 work The Life of Saint 
Issa, in which he claims to have seen an ancient document in a Himalayan 
monastery that describes how Jesus studied Buddhism in the region. But 
when other journalists went and visited this monastery, they learned 


Notovitch had never even been there. But it was a lucrative hoax for him.'”’ 


In his book, Jesus Outside the New Testament, Robert Van Voorst says that 
when it comes to Jesus’ alleged travels to India and Tibet, they are as 
historically worthless as the Quran’s testimony about Jesus we discussed in 
the previous chapter.'*” Chopra readily admits that there’s no evidence for 


his theory in the Bible. After claiming that an unknown German scholar 


made these claims in the 1940s (whom Chopra may have mistaken for 
Notovitch) he concludes, “I went into incubation, meditation, and I 


allowed this story to unfold. It fits into the category of ‘religious fiction.’”'*! 


Chopra also appeals to the apocryphal Gospels, which do have Gnostic 
themes that are similar to New Age thought, as witnesses to the “mystical 
Jesus.” For example, in the Gospel of Thomas, Jesus is made so say, “I am 
the light that is over all things. I am all: from me all came forth, and to me 
all attained. Split a piece of wood; I am there. Lift up the stone, and you will 
find me there” (77). 


Some scholars claim that the Gospel of Thomas 1s a first-century work and 
so it is the most reliable of the bunch. But other scholars, including critical 
ones like Bart Ehrman, believe that the Gospel’s allusions to other books of 
the New Testament, its reliance on later Syriac renderings of those texts, and 
its absence of apocalyptic themes place its composition in the middle of the 
second century. This alone would make it far less reliable than the first- 
century canonical Gospels.'** And that leaves the Guru Jesus theory without 


any historical basis whatsoever. 
. . . Jesus Preached Salvation, Not Enlightenment 


Along with the total absence of evidence to corroborate Jesus’ fabled trip to 
India, there is no evidence from the Bible that Jesus preached New Age 


principles of “enlightenment.” 


It’s true that some of Jesus’ ethical teachings are similar to those of Buddha, 
but this doesn’t mean Jesus learned these teachings from the followers of 
Buddha. In Jesus and Buddha: The Parallel Sayings, New Testament scholar 
Marcus Borg calls explanations like that “unlikely and unnecessary. The 
similarities [between Jesus’ and Buddha’s teachings] are not of the kind that 
suggest cultural borrowing. They are not at the level of specific images and 


language.”'* 


A more plausible explanation 1s that the fundamental elements of morality 


in the natural law can be known by anyone through the light of human 
reason. That explains why a variant of the Golden Rule in Luke 6:31 (“Do 
to others as you would have them do to you”) can be found in many other 
cultures including Buddhism (“Consider others as yourself’) and the Old 


Testament, (“You shall love him as yourself’).'** 


But when it comes to theology, Buddha and Jesus are as different as night 
and day. For example, Eastern religions preach the need to adopt certain 
behaviors or attitudes in order to be “saved” from the afflictions we face in 
this life. In Buddhism this is called “Noble Eight-fold Path” which consists 
of practicing “right” kinds of view, intention, speech, conduct, likelihood, 
effort, mindfulness, and Samadhi, which is a kind of meditative 


consciousness. 


This “path” does not include faith in the traditional Western view of God, 
and the Buddha himself rejected the existence of any such being.'*” Buddha 
did not verify the truth of his teachings with miraculous works; in fact he 
denounced such methods.'*” He also did not consider himself a “personal 
savior’ who could deliver people from their suffering. On the contrary, 
Buddha exhorted others to “be islands (or lamps) unto yourselves, refuges 


unto yourselves, seeking no external refuge.””'”” 


Now compare this to Jesus, who said, “I am the light of the world. 
Whoever follows me will not walk in darkness, but will have the light of 
life” (John 8:12). Jesus also reassured his disciples that they should believe 
him because of his miraculous deeds. He said, “The Father who dwells in me 
does his works. Believe me that I am in the Father and the Father in me; or 
else believe me for the sake of the works themselves” (John 14:10—11). 
What made Jesus unique were not his teachings about the way we should 
live or the truths we should believe. Rather, it was his teaching about himself 
being “the way” and “the truth” and how it is only through him we can 


gain access to the Father and have eternal life (John 14:6). 


So what does Chopra do with evidence from the Bible that shows Jesus 


was not a “God-conscious” guru but the Son of God sent to save us from 
sin? He simply dismisses as unreliable anything that contradicts his thesis. He 
even derides the attempt to know the real Jesus as a “fundamentalist 
effort.”'** But then a few paragraphs later Chopra proceeds to tell us “the 
real Jesus is as available today as he ever was,” because that Jesus lives in our 


own consciousness. mA 


We'll examine Chopra’s efforts to use the Bible to support this view of 
Christ, but keep in mind that even radical skeptics have criticized Chopra’s 
manhandling of Scripture. Robert Price (who denies that Jesus existed) 
accuses Chopra of not bothering to check his sources and notes how Chopra 
fabricates Bible verses like, “Inspiration is an act of grace.” As a result, Price 
exhorts his readers, “when trying to decide whether to take the diagnosis of 


Dr. Chopra, I would seek a second opinion!”’'”” 
... “Guru Exegesis” Misinterprets Scripture 


Recall Chopra’s claim, “What made Jesus the Son of God was the fact that 
he has achieved God-consciousness.” He defends this assertion by saying, 
“Jesus said as much, over and over, when he declared that ‘the Father and I 
are one’ (John 10:30). [Jesus] knew no separation between his thoughts and 
God’s thoughts, his feelings and God’s feelings, his actions and the actions 


God wanted performed.”””' 


But Jesus was not saying he had simply reached a higher spiritual level 
through meditation or other human endeavors. We know because in the 


very next verses John tells us: 


The Jews took up stones again to stone him. Jesus answered them, “I have 
shown you many good works from the Father; for which of these do you 
stone me?” The Jews answered him, “We stone you for no good work but 


for blasphemy; because you, being a man, make yourself God.” 


In an interview about his book, Chopra noted how the crowd wanted to 


stone Jesus for saying this, but imagines that Jesus’ response to them actually 


vindicates his position. Chopra says, “But [Jesus] quotes a psalm that says 
‘You are Gods, sons of the most high,’ john 10:34) which he tells them was 
addressed to ‘those to whom the word of God came.’ He clearly sees himself 


as equivalent to that group.”!” 


In other words, Jesus was saying that he is God, but that’s not blasphemy 
because we are all “God” in the sense that we all have God-consciousness 


within us. 


Did Jesus teach that we are all literal “gods in training” as Mormons, who 
also cite this verse, believe? Not any more than he taught we are all gods 


because we have “God-consciousness” within us. 


The Jews reveal that they want to stone Jesus, making the accusation: 
“You, being a man, make yourself God” (John 10:33). Jesus then points out 
that in Scripture human beings are called gods: “God has taken his place in 
the divine council; in the midst of the gods he holds judgment” (Psalm 
82:1). The Hebrew word for God, or elohim, is sometimes used to refer to 
human judges (Exod. 22:9). Jesus quotes Psalm 82 because it criticizes 
human judges, like the Pharisees, who were wicked and fell short of the 
moral standard set by God. Psalm 82:7 even says those “elohim” will “die 


like men,” so we know that these beings were not actual gods. 


According to the Catholic Commentary on Holy Scripture, in this passage Jesus 
is using a rabbinic form of argument called gal wahomer, which means “from 


the less to the greater.” It says: 


Jesus does not deny the charge [of calling himself God], nor mitigate what 
he has said, but leads them to reason upward from a Scripture text... . “I 
said: “You are gods...” The appellation is God’s own and registered in an 
inviolable Scripture. Therefore, a fortiori, it is not blasphemy to apply it to 
one of higher dignity. That one 1s Jesus whom the Father has consecrated 


and sent into the world, as his anointed, holy Envoy.'” 


Jesus does not explicitly declare his divinity in the presence of his critics, 


but he does artfully refute their argument while leaving the door open for 
those who do believe in him to see the complete meaning of his response. 
That’s why in the next verse Jesus tells his listeners that even if his words do 
not persuade them his works should: “Believe the works, that you may 
know and understand that the Father is in me and I am in the Father” (John 


10:37). 


Jesus’ claims might seem blasphemous, but they are vindicated by the fact 
that, unlike other famous rabbis who performed miracles by asking God to 
do things like heal someone or send rain, Jesus simply performed those 
mighty works by his own authority, which came from his unique identity as 


the only begotten Son of God. 


Chopra also tries to bolster this New Age interpretation with Jesus’ words 
in Luke 17:21, which the KJV renders, “The kingdom of God is within 
you.” Modern translations usually render this passage, “The kingdom of 
God is in the midst of you” [Greek: he basileia tou theou entos hymon estin]. But 
even if the Greek word translated “in the midst” (entos) does mean “within” 
or “inside,” we shouldn’t conclude that the kingdom of God exists in the 


consciousness of individual believers. 


The previous verse says that the Pharisees asked Jesus when the kingdom of 
God was coming. Jesus answered them, “The kingdom of God is not 
coming with signs to be observed. Nor will they say, ‘Lo, here it 1s!’ or 
‘There!’” In other words, God’s kingdom would not be a visible, earthly 
kingdom like David’s. As he would later tell Pontius Pilate, his kingdom 
would “not be of this world” (John 19:38) but would be an invisible, 
spiritual kingdom. The kingdom is not generated within us through Eastern 
practices like meditation but 1s instead received within us from a God who 


exists apart from our own consciousness. 


Ephrem the Syrian said Luke 17:21 refers to “the heavenly joy of the Spirit 
being active in the soul that is worthy of it” and Ongen said it referred to 


the Logos, God’s very Word, dwelling in our souls.'** This corresponds to 


when Jesus promised, “If a man loves me, he will keep my word, and my 
Father will love him, and we will come to him and make our home with 
him” (John 14:23) and St. Paul’s prayer that, “Christ may dwell in your 
hearts through faith” (Eph. 3:17). 


“Guru exegesis” perverts the meaning of the gospel because it takes the 
mystery of God humbly coming down to humanity to save us and replaces it 
with us going “up” to him through our own clever consciousness-raising. 
This is evident in Chopra’s reassurance, “You don’t need to have faith in the 


Messiah or his mission. Instead, you have faith in the vision of higher 


cee 


consciousness” and his baffling claim that “‘I’ and ‘God’ become one and the 


1 
same.”!? 


But when we think about the times we’ve failed others and ourselves, all 
the times we apologize and say, “This isn’t who I am,” we testify to the 
reality that we only possess a tarnished image of God within us. We are not 
God, and we can’t save ourselves through our own efforts. Instead, we must 
turn to the perfect standard of goodness himself and remember that he said, 
“T am the vine, you are the branches. He who abides in me, and I in him, 


he it is that bears much fruit, for apart from me you can do nothing” (John 


15:5). 
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COUNTERFEITS 
from Quasi-Christians 


10 
Jehovah's Greatest Creation 


The doorbell rings, and you peer through the peephole. Standing on your 
doorstep is a man in a suit and a woman in a tasteful dress. They don’t look 


like your average salespeople, so you open the door. 


It turns out they are here today to see if you “hope for a better world” or 
if you “wonder if the Bible is still relevant.” They offer you some free 
magazines and let you know they’re willing to study the Bible with you at 
your convenience. You soon learn that the guests on your doorstep are 
Jehovah’s Witnesses, part of a religious group founded in the 1870s that has 


156 


nearly eight milion members worldwide.” And they have their own 


counterfeit version of Jesus. 


The central belief of Jehovah’s Witnesses is that there is one God and his 
name is Jehovah. According to them, Jehovah created a “Son” and it was 
through this Son that he created the rest of the world. This Son, whom we 
now call Jesus, has the same “spirit nature” as his Father, which makes him 
“a god” or “a mighty god.” However, the Son is still a creation of the 
Father, and so he is not the “true God” and should not be worshipped. As 
their Awake! magazine says, “[T]rue Christians do well to direct their 


worship only to Jehovah God, the Almighty.”'”” 


Since the Witnesses believe that Jesus is the highest or most glorious of 
God’s creatures, and they consider archangels to be the highest of the angels, 
it follows for them that Jesus must be an archangel. And since Michael is 


called “the archangel,” that means there is only one archangel and so 


Michael and Jesus must be the same.’ They further claim: 


The only other verse in which an archangel is mentioned is at 1 
Thessalonians 4:16, where Paul describes the resurrected Jesus, saying: “The 
Lord [Jesus] himself will descend from heaven with a commanding call, 
with an archangel’s voice and with God’s trumpet.’ So Jesus Christ himself 


is here identified as the archangel, or chief angel.'”” 


But how can that be true if. . . 


... The Bible Says That Jesus Is Not an Angel 


Calling Michael the archangel in Jude 1:9 doesn’t prove that Michael is the 
only archangel any more than calling Sonic the Hedgehog proves he is the 
only hedgehog. Neither does describing Jesus as descending “with an 
archangel’s voice” require us to conclude that he is an archangel. (The same 
verse also says that Jesus will descend with God’s trumpet, but that doesn’t 
mean Jesus is a trumpet.) It only means that Jesus’ voice will have the quality 
of an archangel’s voice, or that he will be accompanied by angels who will 


shout for him. 


Besides, the Bible explicitly teaches that Jesus is superior to all the angels, 
including the archangels. Hebrews 1:4—6 says Jesus has: 


become as much superior to angels as the name he has obtained is more 
excellent than theirs. For to what angel did God ever say, “Thou art my 
Son, today I have begotten thee”? Or again, “I will be to him a father, and 
he shall be to me a son’? And again, when he brings the firstborn into the 
world, he says, “Let all God’s angels worship him.” 


Angels don’t worship other angels; they worship only God. Since 
Jehovah’s Witnesses believe that Jesus is Michael the archangel, their New 
World Translation of the Bible (NWT) avoids the situation of angels 
worshipping another angel by rendering this passage, “Let all of God’s angels 


do obeisance to him.” 


Obeisance means to bow down in respect for another person. In Exodus 
18:7, Moses made obeisance to his father-in-law, Jethro; and in 1 Kings 
1:16, Bathsheba bowed before King David. These instances of obeisance 
merely describe paying solemn respect to someone. They do not describe 


the kind of worship one would give to God. 


The Greek word in Hebrews 1:6 that Jehovah’s Witnesses translate 
“obeisance” is proskuneo. This word can indeed refer to simple bowing or 
showing a sign of respect to someone in authority. But, it can also refer to 
the kind of worship given to God alone. Interestingly, elsewhere the NWT 
renders proskuneo as “worship” when the verb has God the Father as its 
direct object (e.g., John 4:20—23). It even translates it as “worship” when it 
is used to describe the worship of a false god, such as the Beast in Revelation 
13. But when proskuneo is used of Jesus, the NWT always translates it as 


“obeisance” and never as “worship.” 


This may be appropriate in verses that describe people paying respect to 
Jesus, such as when the mother of James and John kneel before Jesus before 
requesting that he give her sons special authority (Matt. 20:20). But there are 
other verses where context makes it clear that worship is the most appropriate 
word to use. This includes Luke 24:52 and Matthew 28:9, both of which 


refer to the apostles worshipping Jesus after his resurrection. 


After Jesus calmed the storm on the Sea of Galilee, Matthew 14:33 tells us, 
“Those in the boat worshipped him, saying, “Truly you are the Son of 
God.’” In the Old Testament, only God possessed power over the weather 
and the sea. Biblical scholar Moran Hooker points out that even though the 
disciples ask, “Who then is this, that even wind and sea obey him?” (Mark 
4:41), to the reader of the Gospel “the answer to their question is obvious. It 
is God who made the sea, and God alone who controls it (Ps. 89:8). The 
authority with which Jesus acts is that of God himself.’””'” 


... The Apostle John Says That Jesus Is God 


Jehovah’s Witnesses often says Jesus is “a god,” but not “the true God.” But 


that raises the question: “If Jesus is not the true God, is he a false god?” The 
New Testament never says Jesus is “a god” or merely “a mighty god.” In 
fact, John describes Jesus as the Word made flesh (John 1:14) and declares in 
the first verse of his Gospel, “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word 
was with God, and the Word was God” (John 1:1). Because this verse 
identifies Jesus as God, however, the NWT translates it, “In the beginning 
was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was a God.” 


Jehovah’s Witnesses are taught early in their Bible studies to say something 
like this in response to John 1:1: “The correct translation is “The Word was 
a god’ not “The Word was God.’ That’s because the Greek word for God in 
this passage, theos, does not have the Greek article [the word the] in front of 


it in the original text.” 


It’s true that the original Greek text of John 1:1 does not have the Greek 
word for the before “God.” However, that doesn’t mean that the indefinite 
article a should be put there instead. Greek doesn’t have indefinite articles, 
so translators insert them based on the context of the passage. The Witnesses 


simply assume that in this context the Word is not God. 


Yet they don’t consistently follow their own rules of translation. Just a few 
verses later, the evangelist says of John the Baptist, “There came a man who 
was sent as a representative of God [theos]; his name was John” (1:6). Just 
like in John 1:1, theos lacks the definite article, but here it is not translated as 
“a God.” In their defense of the divinity of Christ, Robert Bowman and J. 


Ed Komosewski note: 


If John had meant to signal that ho theos meant “God” and theos meant “a 
god,” his wording in the rest of the prologue (John 1:1—18) is very strange. 
After verse 2, which summarizes the first two clauses of verse 1, theos 
appears five times in the prologue, each time without the article, and in the 
first four occurrences everyone agrees it means “God” (vv. 6, 12, 13, 18a, 


18b).' 


We’ve seen how John also records Jesus using the sacred divine name (“I 


am”), which confirms that Jesus is the eternal Word that has become man 
John 8:58). This verse is so contradictory to Jehovah’s Witness theology 
that their Bible has Jesus say in John 8:58, “Before Abraham came into 
existence, I have been.” According to them, Jesus was merely claiming 
preexistence, or being a very old part of Jehovah’s creation. He was not 
claiming to be Jehovah himself, since he did not exactly utter the sacred 


divine name. 


Is there a good reason to think that John 8:58 should be translated, “Before 


Abraham was, I have been” instead of “Before Abraham was, I am?” 


In Greek, the verse reads, prin Abraam genesthai ego eimi. The part we are 
concerned with is the last part: ego eimi. Ego means “I,” and eimi is the Greek 
word for the verb “to be.” So where John 10:9 reads in Greek, ego eimi he 


? 


thyra, we translate it as Jesus saying, “I am the door,” not “I have been the 
door.” Ego eimi is a simple phrase to translate in Greek, and it makes sense to 
translate in John 8:58 as “I am,” not “I have been.” In fact, the Greek 
translation of the Old Testament (called the Septuagint) describes God 


revealing his name to Moses in Exodus 3:14 as ego eimi, or, “I AM.” 


But what about when Jesus says, “The Father is greater than I” (John 
14:28)? If Jesus is God, shouldn’t he be equal to the Father? 


Well, just because someone is described as being greater than another 
person does not mean that person is greater in being, as it is in the claim that 
humans are greater than plants. In Scripture this isn’t the case. Among the 
apostles, for example, St. James the Greater (the son of Zebedee) and St. 
James the Lesser (possibly the Son of Alphaeus) possess titles that refer to the 
former being taller or older than the latter. It can also refer to one person 


having more authority or a higher position than another person. 


When Jesus says the Father 1s “greater,” he means that the Father holds a 
higher position than he does. Christ was in a “lesser” position than the Father 
during his earthly ministry because he set aside his divine glory in order to 


become man (Phil. 2:7). That’s why Scripture says that during his earthly 


life, Jesus was for “a little while lower than the angels” (Heb. 2:7). But, after 
his resurrection, Jesus fully manifested his divine glory. As a result of this 
exaltation, God bestowed on him, “the name which is above every 
name, that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, in heaven and on 


earth and under the earth, and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, 
to the glory of God the Father” (Phil. 2:9-11). 


Interestingly, whenever the word Lord (or kurios) is found in the New 
Testament, the NWT renders it “Jehovah” —except in verses like Philippians 
2:11, where the title is applied to Jesus. For example, a Watchtower magazine 
article quotes Romans 10:13 as, “Everyone who calls on the name of 
Jehovah will be saved.”'* But Romans 10:13 doesn’t contain the word 
Jehovah. It says, “Everyone who calls on the name of the LORD [kuriou] will 


be saved.” 


If the NWT were consistent, it would render Romans 10:9 as, “If you 
confess with your lips that Jesus 1s Jehovah and believe in your heart that God 
raised him from the dead, you will be saved.” But this consistency would 
come at the expense of a theology that denies that Jesus is the true God 
named Jehovah (whom ancient Jews knew by the name Yahweh and not 


Jehovah).'” 
... Jesus Accepts Divine Worship 


The fact that Jesus returns to his original status alongside the Father in order 
to sit at his “right hand” (Acts 7:55) means he has an equal position with the 
Father, which is indeed cause for rejoicing. The disciples should not mourn 
Jesus leaving, because Jesus is going to reign as their “Lord and God.” In 
fact, after his resurrection, Jesus allows Thomas to call him, “My Lord and 


my God!” (John 20:28). 


This is astonishing, because in the New Testament, whenever an apostle is 
mistaken for God he corrects those who are worshipping him (Acts 14:14— 
15). In Revelation 19:10, the apostle John falls at the feet of an angel to 
worship him, but the angel tells him, “You must not do that!” When Herod 


Agrippa (the grandson of Herod the Great who tried to kill Jesus when he 
was an infant) gives an address to the people of Tyre and Sidon they shout in 
response, “The voice of a god, and not of man!” Luke then tells us, 
“Immediately an angel of the Lord smote him, because he did not give God 


the glory; and he was eaten by worms and died” (Acts 12:23). 


Yet Jesus did not correct Thomas or tell him to “give God the glory.” No 
angel smote him. This should lead us to the conclusion that there was 
nothing to correct. Thomas’s statement of faith speaks the truth. If that is the 
case, then we should imitate Thomas and not be afraid to address Jesus as 


our “Lord and God”’ as well. 


Some Jehovah’s Witnesses say that Thomas was so overcome with joy that 
he didn’t know what he was saying. But in other Scripture passages we are 
told explicitly when the apostles say something they don’t mean. After Jesus’ 
transfiguration, for instance, Peter says impulsively that he will build tents for 
Jesus, Moses, and Eliyah. In response to this exclamation, Luke describes 
Peter as “not knowing what he said” (Luke 9:33), while Mark says that 
Peter “did not know what to say, for they were exceedingly afraid” (Mark 
9:6). 


Jehovah’s Witnesses also can’t say that Thomas was merely making an 
exclamation, like how some people say, “Oh my God!” when they are 
surprised. Even in the NWT, John 20:28 says, “In answer Thomas said to 
him: ‘My Lord and my God!’” So, Thomas didn’t merely say, “My Lord 
and My God!” He said it to Jesus because Jesus is his (and our) Lord and 
God. 


But what about just a few verses earlier, in John 20:17, when Jesus told 
Mary Magdelene, “I am ascending to my Father and your Father, to my 
God and your God’? How can Jesus be God if he calls another person God? 


The answer is found in the doctrines of the Trinity and the Incarnation. 
One person can refer to another person as “God” if God is not a single 


person but a single, infinite act of being. Moreover, if one of these divine 


persons, such as the Son, became man and possessed a fully human nature, 
then, as a man, he would give worship to the Father and recognize the 
Father is God. As a result, there is nothing contradictory in Jesus being the 
‘“God-man” who prays to the Father and recognizes that the Father is “his 
God.” 


But notice that even in his exchange with Mary Magdalene, Jesus makes a 
distinction between “my Father” and “your Father” and “my God” and 
“your God” instead of just saying “our God” or “our Father.” This implies 
that God is a Father to Mary Magdalene and the apostles in a different sense 
than he is a Father to Jesus. Specifically, they (and us) have God as an 
adoptive father (Romans 8:15), whereas Jesus is the only begotten Son of God 
(John 1:18). 


We are like God because God gives us his grace as adopted children; but 
Jesus is God because he shares the same divine nature as the Father. This is 
important because if Jesus were merely an exalted man or angel, his death 
could not pay the infinite debt our sins incur against an infinitely holy God. 
Fortunately, Jesus is not “Jehovah’s greatest creation”—he is Jehovah, the 
God of the Old Testament who became man so that there could be, “one 
mediator between God and men, the man Christ Jesus, who gave himself as 


a ransom for all” (1 Tim. 2:5-6). 
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1 
Our Eldest Brother 


Once a young woman sitting next to me on an airplane noticed I was 
reading a book about Mormonism. She said she had recently joined the 
Mormon Church (the official name for Mormons is “members of the 
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints,” which some people abbreviate 
to “LDS”)'* and so we struck up a conversation. She said she didn’t like it 
when people held ignorant views toward Mormons and I agreed that 


bigoted attitudes are unacceptable. 
“T mean, we all believe in Jesus, so isn’t that what matters?” she asked. 


I gently explained to her that Christians and Mormons don’t mean the 
same thing when they refer to the person of Jesus. Gordon Hinkley, the 
former president of the Mormon Church, even said, “As a church we have 
critics, many of them. They say we do not believe in the traditional Christ 


of Christianity. There is some substance to what they say.” 


Christians believe there is one God who exists as three divine, eternal 
persons: the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, and that only God is eternal (see 
Psalm 90:2). Mormons, on the other hand, believe there are an infinite 
number of “intelligences” that have existed for all eternity. God, whom 
Mormons call “Heavenly Father,” transforms these intelligences into human 
beings and the faithful Mormons among them will become gods in the next 
life, going on to create more human beings who will continue this cycle of 
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“exaltation.’*°° 


Mormons believe that Jesus Christ was once an “intelligence” like us who 


existed from eternity past. He was not always divine, and he was not always 
the Son of God. Instead, God chose him to become the “firstborn” among 
the intelligences by giving him the first spirit body.'*’ In 1909, the Mormon 
Church’s leadership released a statement that read, “The Father of Jesus is 
our Father also. . . . Jesus, however, is the firstborn among all the sons of 
God—the first begotten in the spirit, and the only begotten in the flesh. He 


is our elder brother, and we, like him, are in the image of God.”'® 


Instead of being completely different in kind from human beings, this 
counterfeit Christ is only different from us in degree (hence the term “eldest 
brother”). He is just a more exalted spirit-child of God the Father, which 
reduces him from being the eternal creator of the universe to being merely 


one highly praised part of it. 


But how can that be true if. . . 


... There Is Only One God 


Mormonism can best be described as a kind of henotheism, or belief in the 
existence of many gods (in this case, infinitely many), only one of whom 
deserves our worship. Mormons strive to become “exalted” and develop 
into a god just like Heavenly Father, who was once a man like us. Joseph 
Smith even said at a funeral for Mormon elder King Follett, “You have got 
to learn how to be gods yourselves, and to be kings and priests to God, the 


same as all gods have done before you.” 


Christians, on the other hand, are monotheists who believe there is one 
God, though he exists as a Trinity of three persons, each of whom equally 
possesses the divine nature.'”” And although Mormons will tell you that 
they, too, believe in “one God,” what they mean is that they believe in one 
collection of gods. For Mormons, the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit (or “the 
Holy Ghost’) are three gods who cooperate so perfectly they might as well 
be one God. But this is like saying that a perfectly cooperating baseball team 
has but one player. 


If God or Heavenly Father used to be a man who was later exalted into 
godhood, then the entire universe would be without an explanation, 
because we could always ask the atheist’s favorite question: “Who created 
God?” Positing an infinite cycle of men becoming gods does not explain the 
existence of the universe any more than an infinitely long chain could 
explain why a chandelier is hanging in a room.'”' It has to be attached to the 
ceiling, and likewise, the only explanation for why the universe exists at all is 
because the God of Christianity, who just is perfect existence itself, created 
it. 

Scripture also clearly teaches there is only one God, and we are to worship 
him alone. There’s no doubt that the early Israelites were also henotheists, 
because they were often tempted to worship other gods that they presumed 
really existed. But through gradual, divine revelation God’s people came to 
understand that Yahweh was not only superior to all other gods—he was real 
and they were not. In Isaiah 45:5, God says, “I am the Lord, and there is no 


other, besides me there is no God.” 


In Isaiah 43:10 God declares, “Before me no god was formed, nor shall 
there be any after me.” This can’t refer to false gods or idols, because many 
of those are still “formed” to this day. Instead, the Bible teaches that no 
other god besides the one true God has ever existed, and no other god ever 
will exist. Even scholars who reject evidence for practices of monotheism 
early in the Old Testament agree that the prophet Isaiah is a witness to 
God’s people having finally rejected the existence of all other deities except 
for their own God Yahweh.'” 


The New Testament also firmly teaches not just that Jesus is God, but that 
there is only one God. Jesus described God as “the only God” (John 5:44) 
and “the only true God” (John 17:3). St. Paul describes God as “the only 
wise God” (Rom. 16:27) and the only being who possesses immortality (1 
Tim. 6:16). St. Ignatius wrote in the early second century that the early 
Christians were persecuted because they “convince the unbelieving that 


there is one God, who has manifested himself by Jesus Christ his Son.”'” 


If there is only one God, and the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit are 
fully divine and distinct from one another (which we will discuss in the next 
chapter), then the doctrine of the Trinity logically follows. Jesus could not 
have been an “intelligence” that another god elevated to divinity, but must 
instead be an inseparable part of the one, Triune God who alone has eternal, 


necessary existence. 
... The Bible Teaches That Jesus Created All Things 


Mormons believe that the world is eternal—that it never had a beginning— 
and God is just a being who exists within it. The God of this world created 
it in the same way a baker “creates” a cake—by combining pre-existing 
ingredients. Eric Shuster, a Mormon convert from Catholicism, writes, 
“Latter-day Saint doctrine holds that the universe was formed and organized, 
not created ex nihilo, “out of nothing’ as Catholic doctrine holds. This is not 


an insignificant difference.”'”* 


Christians, on the other hand, have always believed that God created all 
things out of nothing at some point in the distant past. Hebrews 11:3 says 
that “the world was created by the word of God, so that what is seen was 
made out of things which do not appear” (in some other translations, “was 
not made out of visible things.”). The Shepherd of Hermas, an early Christian 
writing from around the year A.D. 80, says, “First of all, believe that there is 
one God who created and finished all things, and made all things out of 
nothing. He alone is able to contain the whole, but himself cannot be 


contained.”!” 


According to Mormonism, in the beginning Heavenly Father sent the pre- 
incarnate Jesus (whose name at that time was Jehovah) and the archangel 
Michael to form our world from pre-existing matter. But this contradicts 
Isaiah 44:24, where God says, “I am the LORD, who made all things, who 
stretched out the heavens alone, who spread out the earth—Who was with 
me?” Colossians 1:16—17 also tells us that it was through Jesus that all things 


were created, Jesus is before all things, and in Jesus all things hold together.'”° 


If God was alone when he created all things, then he did not receive help 
from separate spiritual beings like Jesus or Michael the Archangel. And if he 
truly created all things, then he did not form anything from uncreated 
matter. Finally, if the New Testament tells us that Jesus created all things, 
and the Old Testament says that God alone created all things, this must 
mean that Jesus is the God of the Old Testament who would gradually come 
to be revealed as three distinct persons who exist as the one God that created 
the world. 


Reducing Jesus from being our Creator to only our “eldest brother” leads 
to an interesting consequence: Jesus becomes not only our brother but the 
brother of Heavenly Father’s other spirit children—which includes the fallen 
angel Lucifer. Mormons say this doesn’t mean that Jesus and Satan deserve 
the same respect, are similar in status, or that Mormons worship Satan. 
Nonetheless, Jesus and the devil are both God’s spirit children—along with 


us. 


Some Mormons cite the Bible’s description of Jesus as “the firstborn 
among many brethren” (Rom. 8:29) and the “firstborn of creation” (Col. 
1:15) as evidence that he was created to be our “eldest brother” and is not 
himself the eternal creator of all things.'’” But Romans 8:29 refers to how 
Jesus was the first human to take part in the glory of the resurrection—not that 
Jesus was created. That verse says God planned for others to be “conformed” 
to Christ’s image, becoming his brethren by sharing in the future glory that 


he first received. 


Regarding Colossians 1:15, the term firstborn doesn’t always mean “the 
oldest child within a family.” The Greek word for “firstborn,” prototokos, can 
refer to a special position that is worthy of honor and privilege. For 
example, in Psalm 89:27 God says of David, “I will make him the firstborn, 
the highest of the kings of the earth.” Obviously, David was not the first 
king ever to reign on earth. And we know that he was the youngest son in 
his family, not the oldest (1 Sam. 16:11). The psalm here indicates how he 


was placed in a position of preeminence or authority over all other kings. 


And just as the firstborn of kings is the one who rules over kings, the 


firstborn of creation (or Jesus) is the one who rules over creation. 
.. . It’s Praiseworthy to Pray to Jesus 


In Revelation 22:13, Jesus says, “I am the Alpha and the Omega, the first 
and the last, the beginning and the end.” Jesus is not one more god in an 
infinite line of gods nor is he a created being. He is instead eternal like the 
Father, who is also described as “the Alpha and the Omega, the beginning 
and the end” (Rev. 21:6). Jesus is the one true God we worship, along with 
the Father and the Holy Spirit. 


But although Mormons pray to the Father, they do not pray to the Son, 
because from their perspective Jesus is closer to our level of existence than to 
Heavenly Father’s. When they are asked why they don’t pray to Jesus, most 
Mormons will say something like, “Jesus taught his disciples to address their 


prayers to ‘our Father.’ He never told us to pray to him.” 


Yet it doesn’t follow that just because Jesus explicitly taught one way to 
pray that all other ways of prayer are unacceptable. For instance, Mormons 
give thanks to Heavenly Father even though Jesus never mentioned 
thanksgiving when he taught us the Lord’s Prayer. It seems more likely that 
Mormons only pray to the Father because they are following a prescription 
in the Book of Mormon where Jesus says, “[Y]e must always pray unto the 
Father in my name” (3 Nephi 18:19). 


But before he was martyred, St. Stephen prayed directly to the ascended 
Jesus, saying “Lord Jesus, receive my spirit.”” And Paul wrote, “[MJay our 
Lord Jesus Christ himself and God our Father . . . comfort your hearts and 
strengthen them in every good work and word” (2 Thess. 2:16-17). Notice 
that Paul does not ask the Father “in Jesus’ name” to comfort believers. He 
instead petitions both the Father and the Son. In his commentary on 


Thessalonians, Gene Green notes: 


To address prayers to the Lord Jesus (so 2 Thess. 3:5,16) in the same breath 


with God the Father implies a very high Christology. This prayer would 
be proper only if the apostles held to the divinity of Christ. This point is 
even clearer in the prayer of 2 Thessalonians 2.16, where the order of the 
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names is reversed.'”* 


As I once said to two Mormon missionaries, “I appreciate that you’re 
trying to share your faith, but I love being a Christian. The reason I could 
never become a Mormon is because I would miss the relationship I have 
with Jesus Christ. I love praying to Jesus and knowing he isn’t ‘a god’ but, as 
the apostle Thomas said, ‘My Lord and my God’” (John 20:28). 
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12 
The Father in Disguise 


On the radio program Catholic Answers Live 1 often appear on shows 
dedicated to conversations with non-Catholics. Once I appeared on an 
episode called “Why Aren’t You a Christian?” which brought in not just 
atheists but people from non-Christian religions like Islam and Judaism, as 
well as people who think they’re Christian even though they reject essential 


Christian doctrines. 


“Well, I wanted to call in,” began one caller, “because for me Jesus is 
everything; he’s the Lord, he’s God, and I’m a Christian even if a lot of 
people say I’m not.” I was puzzled, because this man seemed to affirm one 
of the key doctrines that divides Christians and non-Christians: the divinity 
of Christ. But he then talked about how Christians should “baptize in the 


name of the Jesus” and not in the name of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. 
So I asked him, “Are you part of the Jesus-only movement?” 


He chuckled and replied, “I like to think I’m part of the Jesus-everything 
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movement. 


This man sounded like a Christian, but he wasn’t. He was a member of the 
Oneness Pentecostal movement, which holds that there is only one God and 
that Jesus is God, but denies the Trinity. Most people associate the denial of 
the Trinity with Mormons and Jehovah’s Witnesses, but there are over ten 
million Oneness Pentecostals, which makes them one of the largest quasi- 


Christian groups in the world. 


Jesus told the apostles to “make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in 


the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit” (Matt. 28:19), 
but Oneness Pentecostals believe that the “name” of God is Jesus. According 
to them, the terms Father, Son, and Holy Spirit do not refer to three distinct 


persons but to three roles God plays in our salvation. 


This counterfeit Christ is only the “Son of God” in the most idiosyncratic 
meaning of the term. He is one divine person who acts at various times as 
the Father who created the world, the Son who redeemed us, and the Holy 
Spirit who sanctifies us. Oneness theology advocates claim that the only way 
there can be one God who is Father, Son, and Holy Spirit is if everything we 
know to be God (including the titles of Father, Son, and Holy Spirit) belong 


to the one divine person we call Jesus Christ. 


But how can that be true if. . . 


... Lhe Father, Son, and Holy Spirit Are Distinct Persons 


One of the essential elements of the dogma of the Trinity is that not only 
are the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit equal in divinity to one another, they are 


also distinct in identity from one another. According to the Catechism: 


The divine persons are really distinct from one another. “God is one but 
not solitary.” “Father,” “Son,” “Holy Spirit” are not simply names 
designating modalities of the divine being, for they are really distinct from 
one another: “He is not the Father who is the Son, nor is the Son he who 
is the Father, nor is the Holy Spirit he who is the Father or the Son.” They 
are distinct from one another in their relations of origin: “It is the Father 
who generates, the Son who is begotten, and the Holy Spirit who 
proceeds.” The divine Unity is Triune (254). 


One bad analogy for the Trinity compares it to how a man can be a father, 
brother, and son at the same time, which does describe how one person can 
be three roles, not how one being can be three persons. It actually is a good 
analogy for the Oneness Pentecostal view of God. Just as my “fatherness”’ 


and “‘sonness” cannot speak to one another, Jesus’ human nature (what 


Oneness proponents call the Son) and his divine nature (what they call the 


Father) cannot speak and have relationships with another. 


Yet Scripture is full of cases where the Son not only communicates with 
the Father through prayer, but the Father answers Jesus as an objectively 


distinct person. 


For example, John 12:28 describes Jesus praying to the Father, saying, 
“Father, glorify thy name.” John then tells us that a voice came from 
heaven, saying, “I have glorified it, and I will glorify it again.” Similarly, at 
both Jesus’ baptism and transfiguration the Father speaks in a voice other 
people can hear, declaring that Jesus is his beloved Son (Matt. 3:17, Matt. 
17:5). If Oneness Pentecostalism were true, and God is just one person with 
three titles or roles, then how could these conversations between persons be 


happening? 


In response, Oneness Pentecostals claim that the Trinity is an illogical 
doctrine, because it tries to say that three equals one. Their version of 
Christology, they say, may be a bit of a mystery but no more so than the 
Trinity. But the Trinity is not illogical or incomprehensible; in fact I have 


found it to be very helpful in answering common objections to the Christian 


faith. 


For example, once I was having a conversation with a group of atheists 
about the Trinity and one of them said, “So if Jesus is God, who was he 


praying to? Himself? Is Jesus his own father?” 


I answered by explaining how the term God does not always refer to one 
person but it does always refer to one being that sustains the universe. In the 
most general sense of the terms, being refers to the fact of existence and person 
refers to the fact of rational relationship. Rocks, plants, and non-human 
animals exist but they don’t have rational relationships. They are beings; not 
persons. Humans and angels are personal beings but they are limited. God, 
on the other hand, is unlimited so he is not a being but rather being itself. 


God possesses relationships as part of his essence: he is the Father, the Son, 


and the Holy Spirit, and each of these persons is fully divine and fully 


distinct from the others. 


Saying “Jesus is God” means Jesus is a divine person. Similarly, saying 


“God 1s a Trinity” means that this unlimited being exists as three persons. 


From that perspective, asking, “Who did Jesus pray to?” poses no challenge 
to the Christian faith. When Jesus prayed, he was speaking to the other 
divine person within the Trinity: the Father. But asking, “Who did Jesus 
pray to?” does pose a significant challenge to Oneness Pentecostals. In 
Scripture, clearly Jesus is praying to the Father not as a separate nature (how 


do you pray to a nature?) but as a distinct person. 
... The First Christians Rejected Oneness Theology 


Oneness Pentecostals often like to say that their beliefs are apostolic and that 
trinitarian doctrine was a later corruption. But even by the early second 
century, Justin Martyr was teaching that the Son and Father are distinct 
persons. He cites Genesis 1:26 (“Let us make man in our image”) to show 
that “we can indisputably learn that [God] conversed with some one who 
was numerically distinct from himself, and also a rational being.”'” He also 
declares, ““He who 1s said to have appeared to Abraham, and to Jacob, and to 
Moses, and who is called God, is distinct from him who made all things— 


numerically, I mean, not [distinct] in will.”'*° 


Not only did the first Christians believe in the Trinity and not espouse 
Oneness theology; they explicitly rejected this kind of heresy. 


In the third century, heretics like Praxeas and Sabellius advocated a version 
of Oneness theology called modalism (though Praxeas later recanted of this 
heresy). Pope Dionysius and several regional councils condemned these 
men’s errors and early Christian writers refuted their arguments.'*' In the 
early fifth century, St. Augustine plainly said that “he who 1s the Son is not 
the Father; and the Holy Spirit is neither the Father nor the Son.”'”’ 


Some Oneness Pentecostals cite John 10:30 as evidence that Jesus and the 


Father are the same person, because Jesus said, “I and the Father are one.” 
Ancient heretics also cited this verse but, as we saw in our discussion of 
Chopra’s “guru Jesus,” it is erroneous to use it as evidence that there is no 
distinction between Jesus and the Father. The verb in this verse (esmen) 1s in 
first-person plural case, so the text literally says, “I and the Father, [we] are 


be) 


one. 


Similar language elsewhere in Scripture also argues against the Oneness 
interpretation. When Genesis 2:24 says a husband and wife become “one 
flesh” in marriage, that doesn’t mean they become the same person. It means 
a special unity exists in their bodies through the marital act. In John 17:21, 
Jesus prays that all believers may “be one; even as thou, Father, art in me, 
and I in thee.” Just as Jesus is not praying for all believers to become one 


person, he is not declaring the Father and himself to be one person, either. 


In John 10:30, Jesus speaks of the special unity of love, purpose, and divine 
nature that only exists between him and the Father. The early Christian 
writer Tertullian said this verse “does not imply singularity of number, but 
unity of essence, likeness, conjunction, affection on the Father’s part, who 
loves the Son, and submission on the Son’s, who obeys the Father’s will.”'® 
In other words, Jesus is proclaiming that he is just as divine as the Father, not 
that he is the Father. 


Finally, the early Church’s rejection of Oneness theology is evident in its 
use of the trinitarian baptismal formula. Oneness Pentecostals reject it, 
arguing that in the book of Acts no one is baptized with it and several verses 
command baptism to be done “in the name of the Lord” or “in the name of 


Jesus Christ.” 


But the Church never took these verses to be baptismal formulas. The 
evidence from history shows that the early Church understood the baptismal 
formula as referring to three distinct persons of the Trinity. In the second 
century, Justin Martyr noted that converts are baptized “in the name of 
God, the Father and Lord of the universe, and of our Savior Jesus Christ, 


and of the Holy Spirit.”'** A first-century catechism called the Didache also 
contains instructions for baptism that contradict the “in Jesus’ name” 
formula as well as the Oneness Pentecostal belief that baptism is only valid 


when done through full submersion: 


And concerning baptism, baptize this way: Having first said all these things, 
baptize into the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit, 
in living water [running water]. But if you have not living water, baptize 
into other water; and if you can not in cold, in warm. But if you have not 
either, pour out water thrice upon the head into the name of Father and 


Son and Holy Spirit. (14) 
... The Son Existed Before the Incarnation 


Oneness Pentecostals try to explain Jesus’ prayers to the Father as 
communication between his human and divine natures. Even if we granted 
such an abnormal view of natures, the problem of communication between 
the Father and Son doesn’t go away. Oneness advocates belief that God did 
not become the Son until the Incarnation, but what about Scripture verses 
that distinguish the Father and the Son before that time? 


For example, John the Baptist said of Jesus, “After me comes a man who 
ranks before me, for he was before me” (John 1:30). Jesus was conceived 
several months after John was conceived, so this means that the person of 
Jesus Christ existed before the Incarnation. This is also confirmed by Jesus’ 
declaration that he had “come down from heaven not to do my own will, 
but the will of him who sent me” (John 6:38).'* Oneness advocates might 
respond by saying Jesus existed before his conception as a plan in the 
Father’s mind. But this contradicts what St. Paul tells us in the great kenosis 


or “emptying” hymn in his letter to the Philippians. 


After describing self-serving preachers he had to deal with, Paul encourages 
the Philippians to be humble and act with one another’s best interests at 


heart. He writes, “Have this mind among yourselves, which was in Christ 


Jesus, who, though he was in the form of God, did not count equality with 
God a thing to be grasped, but emptied himself, taking the form of a servant, 
being born in the likeness of men” (Phil. 2:5—7). 


Paul cannot be referring to Jesus’ existing as a “plan” or “wisdom” in the 
Father’s mind because he is speaking of the preexistent Christ as someone 
who did not cling to divinity but voluntarily relinquished it for our sake. 
Plans and wisdom can’t be models of humility for us to imitate—only 


persons can do that. 


Finally, the very first verse of John’s Gospel declares, “In the beginning 
was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God.” The 
Greek word translated “with” in this verse is pros, which has a personal 
connotation and usually refers to facing toward someone else. Greek 
Grammarian A.T. Robertson writes, “Pros with the accusative presents a 


plane of equality and intimacy, face to face with each other.”’*® 


This means the Word was not a plan in the Father’s mind but a person 
who, as Jesus tells us, was sent by the Father and shared glory with him 
before the creation of the world. This can be seen when Jesus petitioned the 
Father, “[G]lorify thou me in thy own presence with the glory which I had 
with thee before the world was made” (John 17:5, emphasis added). Mark 
McNeil, who converted to Catholicism from Oneness Pentecostalism, 
provides an apt summary of how the plain meaning of Scripture refutes the 


idea that Jesus and the Father are the same person: 


The Greek preposition translated “with” in 17:5 is para. The word simply 
means one is alongside another. Since the Son is addressing the Father and 
refers to the glory he shared with the Father before creation, it is most 
natural to draw the conclusion that the personal relationship expressed in 


that moment of time refers to a relationship that is eternal.'*’ 


Some Oneness advocates may ask, “What’s the big deal? What does it 
matter if we believe God is ‘three in one’ or ‘one in three’?” But the Trinity 


and the Incarnation are not abstract, peripheral issues of theology. The 


Catechism says the Trinity is the central mystery of our faith (234) and the 
Incarnation is the distinctive sign of Christian faith (463). A person who 
miusunderstands either risks placing their salvation in a false Christ incapable 


of saving anyone. 


More troubling, the Oneness advocate’s confused understanding of Christ’s 
natures leads to a deficient Christology. As Oneness theology proponent 
David Bernard writes, “One way to explain the human and divine in Christ 


is to say he was God living in a human house.”'® 


If Jesus were just a divine person wearing a human costume that he 
communicated with (like Tony Stark in his Iron Man suit) then we couldn’t 
really say that the Word became flesh and dwelt among us (John 1:14). 
Christ’s death on the cross would just be the Father’s release from a human 
body instead of a sacrifice of love the Son offers to the Father for the 
atonement of our sins. That’s why Tertullian bluntly told his modalist 
opponents that they were “contending against the definite purpose of the 
gospel. For these things certainly are not written that you may believe that 


Jesus Christ is the Father, but the Son” [John 20:31].'” 


Finally, just as the fundamental revelation that there is only one God 
cannot accommodate the henotheism of Mormon theology, the gospel’s 
foundational proclamation that God loved the world and gave his Son to save 
it John 3:16) cannot accommodate Oneness theology. Such a distortion of 
the Faith would undermine the glorious truth that God is love (1 John 4:18) 
and that this eternal love is fully revealed by the love that is shared between 
the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. 
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COUNTERFEITS 
from Ideologues 


13 
“Gay-Affirming” Savior 


Whenever the topic of homosexuality and the Bible comes up, it doesn’t 
take long before someone says, “Jesus never said anything about 
homosexuality!” In a 2012 interview, former president Jimmy Carter 
essentially did that when he said: 


Homosexuality was well known in the ancient world, well before Christ 
was born, and Jesus never said a word about homosexuality. In all of his 
teachings about multiple things—he never said that gay people should be 
condemned. I personally think it is very fine for gay people to be married 


. . i . 190 
in civil ceremonies. 


Some go a step further and claim that Jesus affirmed homosexual behavior. 
For example, one pro-gay Christian website claims that the centurion who 
sought Jesus’ help to heal his servant in Matthew, chapter eight, was actually 
in a sexual relationship with that servant. Their primary evidence for this 
comes from the centurion’s use of the term pais to describe the servant, 
which they say refers to a male lover. From this they conclude, “Jesus 
restores a gay relationship by a miracle of healing and then holds up a gay 


man as an example of faith for all to follow.”"”! 


Regardless of what Jesus said or didn’t say about homosexuality in the 
Bible, this counterfeit Christ would never condemn homosexual behavior 
today. He would instead affirm such behavior as part of healthy relationships 


that are morally equivalent to marital love between men and women. 


But how can that be true if. . . 


. . . Jesus Never Affirmed Homosexual Behavior 


Just because Jesus healed someone it doesn’t follow that Jesus affirmed 
everything that person did. When Jesus healed ten lepers, only one of them 
returned to give God glory for his healing, but that doesn’t mean Jesus 
endorsed the religious laxity of the other nine (Luke 17:11—-19) 


Similarly, even if the centurion and his servant had a sexual relationship, 
does it follow that Jesus’ miracle meant he affirmed the practice of older men 
purchasing younger male sex slaves? I doubt the revisionist critic would say, 
“Jesus restores a master-slave relationship by a miracle of healing and then 


holds up a slave owner as an example of faith for all to follow.” 


Throughout the Gospels, Jesus shows compassion to people in spite of their 
sins, and his healings and deliverance from harm are invitations to further 
spiritual salvation. For example, Jesus saved the woman caught in adultery 
from being executed, not so that she could return to her sinful ways, but so 
that she could repent of them. That’s why he said to her, “do not sin again” 
(John 8:11). 


That said, there is no evidence that the centurion and his slave actually 
were involved in a sexual relationship. New Testament professor John 


Byron writes: 


The Greek noun pais is used in the New Testament twenty-four times and 
has a range of meanings that include “adolescent,” “child,” and “servant.” 
[In the Greek Old Testament] it appears numerous times and it always 
refers to a “servant.” There are no occurrences of the term anywhere in 
the Bible that can be interpreted [as] referring to the junior partner in a 


homosexual relationship.” 


Other attempts to tease out of Scripture hidden pro-homosexual meanings 
are similarly dubious. It’s no wonder, then, that the arguments for a “gay- 
affirming” Jesus are usually arguments from silence—arguments based on 


what Jesus did not say. They claim, in so many words, that since Jesus never 


condemned homosexuality he must not have seen anything wrong with it. 


But we actually don’t know if Jesus never said anything about 
homosexuality, because Jesus said many things that are not recorded in 


Scripture (John 21:25). 


For example, when Paul was in Ephesus he spoke to the elders of the 
churches there, exhorting them to provide for the needs of the Church in 
Jerusalem. He then said to them, “In all things I have shown you that by so 
toiling one must help the weak, remembering the words of the Lord Jesus, 


how he said, ‘It is more blessed to give than to receive’” (Acts 20:35). 


Even though Paul relates this saying of Jesus in a way that suggests it’s well 
known, nowhere is it recorded in the Gospels. This is one indication of how 
some of Jesus’ teachings were not written in the accounts of his life but were 


passed down through oral means (what Catholics call Sacred Tradition). 


Since there is an unbroken tradition of Christians condemning same-sex 
behavior from the beginning of the Church’s history, we can safely conclude 
this tradition comes from Jesus and the apostles. Indeed, it would be 
downright bizarre if Jesus approved of homosexual behavior only to have all 
his followers teach the opposite—including Paul, whom Jesus chose as an 
apostle and inspired author but who clearly condemns homosexual behavior 
in his own writings (Rom. 1:26—28, 1 Cor. 6:9-10, 1 Tim. Lie 


The Episcopalian bishop Gene Robinson is in a legal marriage with 
another man, yet when it comes to Jesus’ silence on homosexuality he 
admits, “One cannot extrapolate affirmation of such relationships from that 
silence.” Robinson instead claims that all “we can safely and responsibly 
conclude from Jesus’ silence is that he was silent on the issue.”’”* I wonder if 
Robinson would likewise say that “all we can safely and responsibly 
conclude from Jesus’ silence on polygamy, incest, bestiality, idolatry, and 


child sacrifice is that he was silent on those issues.” 


He likely wouldn’t, because Jesus’ affirmation of the Old Testament’s 


prohibitions on, for example, murder, show he would never have supported 


child sacrifice and so it is an absurd question to ask. Likewise, Jesus’ 
affirmation of the Old Testament’s prohibitions on sexual immorality show 
he would never have supported sexual activity between people of the same 


sex, or any kind of behavior that violated the universal moral law. 
. . . Jesus Upheld the Old Testament’s Moral Laws 


The idea that Jesus upheld the Old Testament might surprise people who 
believe he simply did away with it. But Jesus said, “Think not that I have 
come to abolish the law and the prophets; I have come not to abolish them 
but to fulfill them” (Matt. 5:17). In some cases this fulfillment took the form 
of strengthening these laws, such as when Jesus commanded the love of both 
neighbor and enemy (Matt. 5:43—44), condemned lust as a type of adultery 
(Matt. 5:27—28), and condemned anger as a type of murder (1 John 3:15, 
Matt. 5:21—22). 


In other cases, fulfillment involved replacing these laws by revealing the 
deeper lessons they were designed to teach God’s people (CCC 582). One 
example of this was when Jesus did away with the Old Testament’s dietary 
laws, saying it is the evil thoughts from within that defile us rather than the 
foods we consume (Mark 7:14—-23). But were the Old Testament’s 
prohibitions on homosexual behavior ritual laws that were replaced, or 
moral laws that were not just retained but expanded in order to achieve a 


moral ideal? 


Leviticus 18:22 reads, “You shall not lie with a male as with a woman; it is 
an abomination.” This verse 1s sandwiched between verses clearly containing 
moral laws, not ceremonial ones. Verse twenty condemns adultery, verse 
twenty-one condemns child sacrifice, and verse twenty-three condemns 
bestiality.'”° Leviticus 18:24—25 also makes it clear that actions like adultery, 
bestiality, and same-sex relations were part of the moral law that applied to 
non-Jews as well, because God had previously judged other pagan nations 


for engaging in these “defilements.” 


Furthermore, unlike with idolatry, murder, adultery, or breaking the 


Sabbath, the Old Testament never prescribes the death penalty for violating 
mere ceremonial laws. Leviticus 20 mandates exile for someone who 
becomes unclean by having sex with a menstruating woman; but it 
prescribes death for adultery, bestiality, and same-sex behavior, all of which 
fall under the unchanging moral law. That today we don’t usually enforce 
such harsh penalties for those acts doesn’t mean they’re not serious violations 


of the moral law. 


Some proponents of the gay-affirming Jesus look for textual loopholes in 
these verses. Revisionist scholar John Boswell, for example, claims that the 
Hebrew word translated “abomination” in Leviticus 18:22, toevah, is merely 
referring to ritual impurities like the eating of unclean foods and not grave 
moral evils.'”? But although toevah can refer to this, in the rest of the Old 
Testament it usually refers to grave moral evils like child sacrifice (Deut. 
12:31), adultery (Ezek. 18:10-13), and murder (Prov. 6:17).'” And in 
Ezekiel 16:50 it refers to the sins of the people of Sodom, which included 


s 198 
homosexual intercourse. 


Boswell and other revisionists also claim that the passages in Leviticus only 
refer to homosexual acts in the context of prostitution or pagan temple 
sacrifices—not consensual, loving same-sex relationships, which he claims 
were unheard of at the time.'” But ancient Mesopotamian texts like 
the Almanac of Incantations do describe consensual, same-sex relationships, so 
it was not an unheard-of concept in the ancient world. And there is a 
specific Hebrew word for temple prostitutes (qadeshim), but Leviticus 18 


doesn’t use it. So this interpretation fails.°”’ 


If the author of Leviticus were alive today, he would say that the 
prohibitions on same-sex intercourse apply not just to Jews who were given 
the Mosaic Law but also to all people who can understand the natural law 
through their moral conscience. That is why Paul cited the immorality of 
homosexual behavior as an example of God’s judging how the Gentiles 
responded to the revelation he gave them through their own moral 


consciences (Rom. 1:24—28). 


Jesus told the young scholar of the law that in order to be saved he had to 
keep the Ten Commandments (Matt. 19:17); this means Jesus would not 
have affirmed any immoral sexual behavior, be it adultery, fornication, or 
sodomy, that violated the sixth commandment. Robert Gagnon makes the 


point well: 


Jesus took sexual sin very seriously—in some respects more seriously than 
the prevailing culture in first-century Palestine. He regarded all sexual 
activity (thoughts and deeds) outside of lifelong marriage to one person of 
the opposite sex as capable of jeopardizing one’s entrance into the kingdom 
of God. In relation to our own cultural context, Jesus’ views on sex 
represent on the whole a staunchly conservative position. Those who find 
in the Gospels a Jesus who is a prophet of tolerance, who forgives and 
accepts all (except, perhaps, the intolerant), regardless of behavioral change, 


have distorted the historical reality.””' 
. . . Jesus Condemned “‘Consensual” Sexual Immorality 


In his book Radical Love: Introduction to Queer Theology, Patrick Cheng 
claims, “Radical love is ultimately about Jove [emphasis in original], which, 
as St. Paul teaches us, is patient and kind, and not envious, boastful, 
arrogant, or rude. As such, radical love is premised upon safe, sane, and 
consensual behavior.”*” This language jibes with a prevailing modern sexual 
ethic that emphasizes consent and taking precautions against disease and 


pregnancy. 


But the real Jesus condemned at least one sexual behavior that modern 
people usually consider to be “safe, sane, and consensual”—remarriage after 
divorce. And because Jesus did that, we know what principles grounded his 
sexual ethics; and through those principles we can safely conclude what Jesus 


believed about the morality of homosexual behavior. 


In the first century there was dispute among Jews over when divorce was 


permissible. Deuteronomy 24:1 allowed a husband to divorce his wife if 


“she finds no favor in his eyes because he has found some indecency in her.” 
The two most important figures in this debate were the rabbis Hillel and 
Shammai, who founded two opposing schools of thought among the 
Pharisees. The followers of Hillel believed divorce could be justified for 
virtually any reason or “indecency,” including a wife accidentally ruining 
her husband’s dinner. The followers of Shammai, on the other hand, said 


divorce was only permissible in the case of adultery.*” 


The Pharisees brought this debate to Jesus by asking him, “Is it lawful to 
divorce one’s wife for any cause?” (Matt. 19:3). Instead of siding with one 
group of Pharisees over another, Jesus answered them by going back to a 


more fundamental law: 


Have you not read that he who made them from the beginning made 
them male and female, and said, “For this reason a man shall leave his 
father and mother and be joined to his wife, and the two shall become 
one?” So they are no longer two but one. What therefore God has joined 


together, let not man put asunder (Matt. 19:4-6). 


In this answer, Jesus presented an interpretation of the moral law that was 
stricter than the strictest of the Pharisees: no sin could dissolve the marriage 
bond God created. In response, the Pharisees brought up Deuteronomy’s 
provision for divorce, to which Jesus replied, “For your hardness of heart 
Moses allowed you to divorce your wives, but from the beginning it was 
not so. And I say to you: whoever divorces his wife, except for 
unchastity, and marries another, commits adultery; and he who marries a 


divorced woman, commits adultery” (Matt. 19:8—9). 
There is a debate over what Jesus meant by “except for unchastity.” 


This can’t refer simply to adultery because the Greek word for adultery 
(moicheia) is not used but rather the Greek word for general sexual 
immorality (porneia). Some scholars think Jesus could be referring to an 
invalid marriage between relatives that can be dissolved because of its 


intrinsically sinful nature. Or, he might mean that a man can remarry if he 


divorced his wife on suspicion of sexual impropriety during the period 
between the marriage ceremony and the marriage’s consummation (which 
could be as long as a year in the ancient world). In fact, this is what St. 
Joseph briefly considered before God reassured him in a dream that Mary 
had conceived by the Holy Spirit.*”* 


Whatever it means, the parallel passage in Mark leaves no doubt as to Jesus’ 
teaching about remarriage after divorce: “Whoever divorces his wife and 
marries another, commits adultery against her; and if she divorces her 


husband and marries another, she commits adultery” (Mark 10:11-12). 


Some people try to diffuse the force of Jesus’ teaching by saying that he 
was trying to be ironic, since wives weren’t allowed to divorce their 
husbands. But although wife-initiated divorce was rare in the ancient near 
East, it was not unheard-of, either. Exodus 21:10—11 describes how a slave 
married to her master can leave him without paying any sort of penalty if he 
fails to provide for her needs, including “marital rights.” 

A second-century divorce certificate (in Hebrew a get) addressed to a 
husband from his wife was even discovered in the Judean desert in 1951.°*” 
According to David Instone-Brewer in his study on divorce and remarriage 
in the Bible, “Normally women would not write a divorce certificate such 
as this one, but they would ask a court to persuade their husbands to write 
one. Perhaps this nonrabbinic practice was influenced by the Greco-Roman 
world where women could initiate divorce, as wealthy Jewish women in the 


first century are known to have done.”*”° 


Jesus did not care if second marriages were, as Cheng says, “safe, sane, and 
consensual.” He also didn’t quibble with his opponents about possible 
exceptions in the Deuteronomic code. He instead went all the way back to 
creation itself and rooted the morality of sex in the permanent, life-giving 
nature of marital love that God designed in our own bodies (Gen. 2:23—25). 
If Jesus condemned what critics would today call “harmless thoughts” (lust) 


and “finding your soulmate” (adulterous remarriage) because these violated 


that permanent design found in the one-flesh union that only exists between 
a man and woman, there is no way he would affirm the use of our sexual 


organs outside of that context within same-sex relationships. 


Jesus did not teach that what mattered most is finding happiness through 
our bodily desires. After saying lust was a kind of adultery, Jesus advised his 
hearers, “If your right eye causes you to sin, pluck it out and throw it away; 
it is better that you lose one of your members than that your whole body be 
thrown into hell” (Matt. 5:30). Jesus’ hyperbole is not a recommendation of 
mutilation but of mortification: the disciplined subjection of our bodily desires 


so that they serve our heavenly destiny. 


Our bodily desires are strong, but the grace of God is stronger, so anyone 
who struggles with disordered sexual attractions (no matter their object) 
should not give into despair and hopelessness. We all feel the “war in our 
bodies” (Rom. 7:23) tempting us to reject God’s will for us, and so we 
should look to Christ, not as a heartless judge but as a compassionate savior. 
He allowed his body to be mocked, abused, scourged, and crucified so that 


our bodily desires would not condemn our eternal souls. 
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14 
Socialist Liberator 


In the Stern Dining Hall of Stanford University there is a painting by 
Antonio Burciaga called The Last Supper of Chicano Heroes. It’s an homage to 
Da Vinci’s Last Supper but with Hispanic heroes in place of Jesus and the 
apostles. The mural has generated controversy because of its depiction of 
socialist revolutionary Che Guevara in the place of Jesus Christ. One 
outraged student wrote in a Stanford newspaper, “Che Guevara was a 
butcher and a tyrant. It is utterly disgusting, offensive, and ignorant for Casa 


Zapata to deify him on its walls.”*”” 


But many people think it’s entirely appropriate to compare Che to Jesus 
because both men were “socialists” who liberated the poor. In her popular 
book Nickel and Dimed: On (Not) Getting By in America, Barbara Ehrenreich 
says Jesus was a “wine-guzzling vagrant and precocious socialist’? whose 
inconvenient message about helping the poor the Church tries to suppress.””” 
In 2015, Bolivian president and head of the Movement for Socialist party 
Evo Morales gifted Pope Francis with a “Communist crucifix.” It depicted 
Christ crucified on a hammer and sickle (the symbol of the Communist 
party in the Soviet Union) in an effort to show that socialism and 
Christianity are compatible with one another.”” Pope Pius XI said “‘no one 
can be at the same time a good Catholic and a true socialist,”*'” but this 
counterfeit Christ says the exact opposite: the only good Catholics are true 
socialists. If you really cared about the poor, if you really accepted the call of 
Christ to care for the “least among us” (Matt. 25:40) then you would 


support socialist policies to eliminate poverty. 


But how can that be true if. . . 


. . . Jesus Did Not Preach Socialist Policies 


If you define a socialist as “a person who wants to help the poor,” then Jesus 
was a socialist—but then so is almost everyone else. What makes someone a 
socialist is not his desire to help the poor but his belief about what kind of 


economy provides the most benefit to the poor. 


Capitalism, for example, is defined in terms of private ownership of the 
means to produce goods and services. Usually, this kind of capitalism takes 
place within a “market economy” that allows for the free exchange of goods 
and services as a means to create profit. Capitalists believe that this voluntary 
series of exchanges makes everyone in the economy wealthier and that this is 


the most effective way to lift people out of poverty. 


Socialism, on the other hand, refers to the collective or “social” ownership 
of the means to produce goods and services. There are several different kinds 
of economic models that have been called socialism, but according to The 
Oxford Companion to Christian Thought, “By its very nature [socialism] 
involves the abolition of private ownership of capital; bringing the means of 
production, distribution, and exchange into public ownership and control is 
central to its philosophy.”*'' Socialists claim the best way to alleviate poverty 
is through a central authority like the government (as opposed to 
decentralized forces like the market) distributing a society’s wealth among its 


individual members. 


If this is what is meant by “socialism,” then Jesus was not a socialist because 
Jesus did not seek to abolish the private ownership of capital (like money or 
natural resources) or the means of production like organized farms and 
manufacturing technologies. According to economist Lawrence Reed, “The 
fact is, one can scour the scriptures with a fine-tooth comb and find nary a 
word from Jesus that endorses the forcible redistribution of wealth by 


political authorities. None, period.”*”” 


But even if Jesus didn’t preach socialist political policies, couldn’t we say he 
preached socialist values when it came to individuals? After all, he told the 
rich man that if he wanted to inherit eternal life he should sell what he had 
and give it to the poor (Mark 10:21). Doesn’t this mean that Jesus wanted 


the rich to give away all their money to the poor? 


It should first be noted that giving away your money to the poor is a 
charitable value rather than a socialist one. Jesus’ commands for individuals to 
give alms to the poor (Luke 12:33) did not include whether those 
individuals should give that money directly to the poor, donate it to charities 
who serve the poor, or allow the money to be taxed and redistributed 
though government subsidy programs. Helping the poor is a non-negotiable 
issue for Christians, but there can be reasonable disagreement among 


believers over which methods are the best way to reduce poverty. 


Furthermore, we must remember that Jesus often used hyperbole when 
speaking with people in order to underscore the importance of his teachings. 
When Jesus told the rich man to sell all his possessions, he was not being a 
“Robin Hood” who wanted to take wealth from a corrupt rich man and 
give it back to the deserving poor. We know that because the man asked 
Jesus about getting to heaven and Jesus reminded him that he must keep the 
commandments. After the man said he had kept the commandments since 


his youth (a point Jesus does not dispute) Mark tells us: 


And Jesus looking upon him loved him, and said to him, “You lack one 
thing; go, sell what you have, and give to the poor, and you will have 
treasure in heaven; and come, follow me.” At that saying his countenance 


fell, and he went away sorrowful; for he had great possessions (10:21—22). 


Jesus was calling this man to rise above a minimal obedience to the law and 
to truly love God above all things, including material possessions. That’s 
why Jesus said in another sermon, “No one can serve two masters; for either 
he will hate the one and love the other, or he will be devoted to the one 


and despise the other. You cannot serve God and mammon [money]” (Matt. 


6:24). That Jesus did not expect every rich person to give away all he owned 
is evident in his encounter with a rich man, who made “the nght decision” 


while in his presence. 


When Jesus agreed to dine with the diminutive tax collector Zaccheus, 
that man said, “Behold, Lord, the half of my goods I give to the poor; and if 
I have defrauded any one of anything, I restore it fourfold” (Luke 19:8). 
Instead of saying, “Half isn’t good enough! Sell everything and follow me,” 
Jesus said, “Today salvation has come to this house” (Luke 19:9). 


Zaccheus and other wealthy disciples of Jesus like Joseph of Arimathea 
(who could afford an expensive rock tomb for Jesus’ burial) show that it is 
not impossible for the rich to inherit the kingdom of God. They can inherit 
the kingdom through the same grace that is given to everyone else. Jesus put 
it this way when he was asked about the salvation of not just the rich, but 
anyone who trusts in his own efforts: “With men this is impossible, but with 


God all things are possible” (Matt. 19:26). 
... “Socialist Jesus” Is an Anachronism 


Jesus was neither a socialist nor a capitalist because both of these economic 
systems were not invented until more than a thousand years after his earthly 
ministry. This also means we can’t fully understand Jesus’ views on wealth 


and poverty unless we understand the economy of Jesus’ time. 


In the ancient world, wealth was like a single delicious pie that grandma 
made for the whole family. If I take half the pie in a single slice, my siblings 
would rightfully be angry with me. It’s impossible for me to have such a 
large piece without causing everyone else in the family to have very small 
pieces (or go without). Economists call this a zero-sum game, and it means 
that the only way I can “win” at the game of eating pie is if other people 


lose. 


In the first century, wealth creation was a zero-sum game. Ordinary people 


could grow or acquire only enough food to meet their basic needs, and any 


surplus was shared with relatives or kin who were not so well off. The rich 
in Jesus’ time were seen as hoarders whose excess directly contributed to 
everyone else’s poverty. That’s why Jesus condemned the “rich fool” who 
stored up resources in his barns instead of putting them to use to help others 


(Luke 12:16—21). 


In Jesus’ time, the rich acquired their wealth not through the free 
exchange of goods and services, but almost always by extorting or 
manipulating the poor through unjust taxation and predatory lending. One 
ancient Mediterranean proverb said, “Every rich person is a thief or the son 
of a thief.”” So when Jesus said, “It is easier for a camel to go through the eye 
of a needle than for a rich man to enter the kingdom of God” (Matt. 19:24), 
he was referring to how common it was for the rich to attain their wealth 


through sinful means.*° 


But today, wealth can be created in moral ways that do not exploit people 
and we don’t have to view wealth as a single pie. It’s more like the output of 
an oven that is capable of making many pies. For example, imagine if a 
dozen families bring me the ingredients for apple pies and I turn them into 
whole pies at the cost of one slice per pie. By the end of the day I might 
have more pie than any of the individual families that came to my bakery, 
but my “pie wealth” didn’t come at their expense. Indeed, it was a 


byproduct of the very process that gave them their pie in the first place. 


But just like in the time of Christ, there is a temptation to love money 
more than God, so all of us must guard against the sin of greed—not just the 
wealthy. For example, Luke describes how a person following Jesus said to 
him, “Teacher, bid my brother divide the inheritance with me.” Instead of 
helping this man “redistribute wealth” Jesus answered him, “Man, who 
made me a judge or divider over you?” He then said to the crowd following 
him, “Take heed, and beware of all covetousness; for a man’s life does not 


consist in the abundance of his possessions” (Luke 12:13-15). 


. . . Marxism Is Incompatible with Christianity 


The most perverse thing about the Communist crucifix that Evo Morales 
gave to Pope Francis is that Communist regimes like the Soviet Union tried 
to destroy the Church and murdered millions of Christians in the process.*"* 
Giving a “Communist crucifix” to the pope should be as offensive as giving 


a rabbi a Star of David affixed to a swastika. 


Some people claim that Christians can separate the harsh authoritarianism 
of these Communist regimes from the allegedly beneficial economic policies 
of socialism. But the evil of socialism is not found solely in the authoritarian 
suppression that accompanies it in Communist regimes. It arises first from its 
rejection of a person’s right to own private property and to dispose of it as 


he chooses. According to the textbook Essentials of Sociology: 


The terms socialism and Communism are often used more or less 
interchangeably. . . . From a Marxian perspective, socialism can be seen as 
a historical stage following communism. It involves the effort by society to 
plan and organize production consciously and rationally so that all 


members of society benefit from it.*”” 


In fact, an entire field called liberation theology attempts to combine Jesus’ 
concern for the poor with the socialist thought of Karl Marx. One of these 
ideas is the Marxist principle of “class struggle,” or the claim that the upper 
classes always cause others to be poor and so the lower classes must seize 
political power and establish their own “dictatorship” with the goal of 


creating a “‘class-less society.” 


In Gustavo Gutierrez’s classic text A Theology of Liberation he writes, “The 
class struggle is a fact that Christians cannot dodge and in the face of which 
the demands of the gospel must be clearly stated.””"° 


In 1984 the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith (CDF) released its 
Instruction on Certain Aspects of the “Theology of Liberation.” The CDF agreed 
that Christians have a special obligation to help the poor (this idea is known 
in Catholic social teaching as the “preferential option for the poor’) and 


they should not tolerate unjust conditions that create widespread poverty. 


But the document goes on to quote Pope Paul VI, who said it was 
“dangerous” to “enter into the practice of class-struggle and of its Marxist 
interpretation while failing to see the kind of totalitarian society to which 


this process slowly leads” (7). 


In his critique of liberation theology, Jean Galot says: 


[A] program for a class struggle is completely foreign to Jesus’ intentions 
and mentality. . . . The class struggle implies a clear-cut exclusion directed 
against a certain social class. It assumes that the “social sin” of exploitation 
and injustice is concentrated in this class and hence that this class must be 


eliminated. In light of the gospel, we cannot accept such a struggle.7"” 


The CDF rebuked the idea that evil can be localized “principally or 
uniquely in bad social, political, or economic ‘structures’ as though all other 
evils came from them so that the creation of the ‘new man’ would depend 
on the establishment of different economic and socio-political structures” 
(15). In response, liberation theologians like Juan Segundo blasted the 1984 
instruction as (in the words of political theory scholar Paul Sigmund) “‘a 
general attack on Enlightenment humanism and modern thought, aimed at 


reestablishing an other-worldly and transcendentalist religion.” 


Of course, Jesus said the kingdom of God is literally “not of this world” 
(John 18:36) and that the poor are blessed because they will be admitted to 
this kingdom (Luke 6:20). In a 2014 press conference on liberation theology 
(with Segundo in attendance) Cardinal Gerhard Mueller said that “the 
Church speaks about poor in a very different way than the Communists do. 
Christians do not dream of an earthly paradise, and the Communists always 
blamed us that the Church only deals with heaven.”*"” 


Christians don’t treat heaven as “pie in the sky when you die,” or 
something to distract us from suffering on earth.**” But we also recognize 
that we are fallen creatures who cannot create a “heaven on earth” through 


the adoption of a specific political regime or economic system. 


When Jesus spoke in the synagogue, he said that the words of Isaiah 
promising a deliverer who would “proclaim good news to the poor,” 
“release the captives,” “set at liberty those who are oppressed,” and 
“proclaim the acceptable year of the Lord” had been fulfilled in their 
presence (Luke 4:18). The year he was talking about was the Jubilee, which 
was celebrated every fifty years in Israel and involved the cancellation of 
debts, the freeing of slaves, and most importantly, the remission of sins that 


were seen as the ultimate debt we could never pay. 


Jesus’ promise to “set us free” does include freedom from temporal evils 
and oppression. But this promise finds its fullest expression in being Jesus’ 


disciples and knowing the truth about his saving mission and how it sets us 
free from the slavery of sin (John 8:31-34). 


In the year 2000, the Catholic Church declared its own Jubilee and 
celebrated genuine liberation through Christ saying, “Jesus comes to offer us 
a salvation which, although primarily a liberation from sin, also involves the 
totality of our being with its deepest needs and aspirations. Christ frees us 


from this burden and threat and opens the way to the complete fulfillment 
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Flawed & Failed Prophet 


Aut deus aut homo malus, or in English, “Either God or a bad man.” That’s 
the Latin summary of C.S. Lewis’s famous “trilemma” argument we 
discussed in chapter one. If Jesus really said what the Bible records, then he 
must be a lunatic, a liar, or the Lord—and if he isn’t the first two then he 
must be the third. 


But, what if Jesus’ own words prove that he was either a lunatic or a liar 


(and therefore a bad man)? 


Take his seemingly failed prophecies, for example. Lewis admitted that 
Matthew 24:34 is “the most embarrassing verse in the Bible” because, after 
apocalyptically describing how “the stars will fall from heaven” (among 
other cosmic calamities), Jesus said, “Truly, I say to you, this generation will 
not pass away till all these things take place.”*** Former Christian apologist- 
turned atheist John Loftus says of Jesus’ allegedly imminent predictions of 
the end of the world, “Either Jesus was a failed prophet or the New 
Testament isn’t even somewhat reliable. Either way, this _falsifies 


Christianity.”*” 


Other critics say that Jesus’ so-called moral advice actually proves he was 
not worthy of our worship. Stephanie Coontz claims that “a radical 
antifamily ideology permeates Christ’s teaching. . . . leave your parents, 
siblings, and spouse to follow me—even if you must ‘hate’ them in order to 
leave [Luke 14:26]. Do not even stop, Jesus tells one follower, to bury your 
own father [Matt. 8:22].”°* Popular Hollywood movies like The Last 


Temptation of Christ depict Jesus as a sinner who was unsure of his divine 
mission; recent surveys show half of young people (and a third of Christian 


teens) believe Jesus was not perfect and could have sinned.” 


So if Jesus gives immoral advice and incorrect teachings about the future, 
then doesn’t it follow that he was a charlatan or a crazy person, and not our 
Lord and Savior after all? 


But how can that be true if. . . 


... Jesus Was Prophesying the Destruction of Jerusalem 


Biblical prophecy has more than one kind of fulfillment, and often requires 
understanding both of history and of Hebrew idioms. The Bible’s 
descriptions of cosmic destruction, for example, can refer both to the Second 
Coming and the end of the world, but they can also refer to other kinds of 
destruction that, to the people of the time, was “the end of their world.” 
For example, in Isaiah 13:10—-11 God says, “For the stars of the heavens and 
their constellations will not give their light; the sun will be dark at its nsing 
and the moon will not shed its ight. I will punish the world for its evil, and 


the wicked for their iniquity.” 


However, this is not a prophecy about the destruction of the entire world 
but the destruction of the Babylonian Empire. Likewise, when Jesus spoke 
of “the stars falling” (an idiom that refers to the downfall of political powers) 
or “the coming of his kingdom in power” he may have been referring to 
similar localized events. For example, when Jesus said, “There are some 
standing here who will not taste death before they see the Son of Man 
coming in his kingdom” (Mark 9:1), this may refer to the disciples who 
would see him come in glory during his Transfiguration, which happened 


just six days after he uttered this teaching.*”° 


It may also refer to Jesus’ “coming 1n power” during the cataclysmic 
destruction of Jerusalem in A.D. 70, which would be similar to Isaiah 19’s 


description of how God “came to Egypt” in judgment of that nation 


through an Assyrian attack on it. We know that part of Jesus’ message was 
about Jerusalem’s destruction because just before he described several 
apocalyptic signs he pointed to the temple and said, “There will not be left 
here one stone upon another, that will not be thrown down” (Matt. 24:2).” 


According to Fr. William Most: 


The coming is best understood within the common scriptural concept of 
visitation, God intervening to help, to save, to punish. The intervention of 
Jesus, his coming, probably refers to the wars of A.D. 66—70 and the fall of 
Jerusalem, which put an end to the Jewish persecutions before the disciples 


ran out of places in which to preach.” 


But what about Jesus’ declaration that the generation hearing his words 
would see how “the stars will fall” (24:29) as well as “the Son of Man 
coming on the clouds of heaven with power and great glory” (24:30)? How 
can those things refer to the destruction of the temple? They can if we 
consider that first-century Jews viewed the temple in Jerusalem as a 


representation of the universe itself. 


In his history of the Jewish War, Josephus said that within the temple “the 
seven lamps signified the seven planets” and “the twelve loaves that were 
upon the table signified the circle of the zodiac.”*”” The temple’s veil that 
guarded the Holy of Holies “had also embroidered upon it all that was 
mystical in the heavens.”*’According to religion scholar Douglas R. 
Edwards, “The temple curtain is depicted as various aspects of the cosmos 
and symbolizes that the temple, and in particular, the Holy of Hollies 


embody the very fabric of their existence.””*! 


Therefore, the destruction of artifacts within the temple bearing images of 
the stars and planets was seen as a kind of destruction of those things, and 
not as just of “another building” destroyed during the great siege. In that 
respect, Jesus was speaking about the end of a world (or the Jewish worship 


of God in a specific place like the temple) but not the end of the world. 


... Jesus Taught in a Different Historical Context 


Because Jesus lived in a foreign culture thousands of years ago, it can be easy 
to misunderstand things he said. The destruction of Jerusalem, for example, 
makes another appearance in the oft-misunderstood episode of Jesus cursing 


the fig tree. Matthew describes the event: 


In the morning, as [Jesus] was returning to the city, he was hungry. And 
seeing a fig tree by the wayside he went to it, and found nothing on it but 
leaves only. And he said to it, “May no fruit ever come from you again!” 
And the fig tree withered at once (Matt. 21:18-20). 


Dan Barker says of this incident, “Is it kind or rational to destroy a plant 
that happens to be out of season when you are hungry? Is such behavior 


indicative of mental health?”*” 
But Jesus wasn’t throwing a temper tantrum because he was hungry. 


Rabbis often used fig trees to teach lessons, and ancient Roman sources 
reveal how “the fig tree stands out as a tree that produces fruit before leaves . 
. . the presence of leaves makes intelligible to Mark’s readers why Jesus went 


255 Just as this tree had outward signs of fruit 


in search of something to eat. 
but no real fruit, so too did the hypocritical religious leaders of Jerusalem 
have all the outward signs of piety even though their hearts were far from 
God (Matt. 15:8), and so they bore no spiritual fruit and would eventually 


be “cut down” (John 15:2). 


The fact that Mark and Matthew describe Jesus driving the money- 
changers out of the temple in the middle of their story about the withered 
fig tree story shows that this was the larger issue to which Jesus was referring. 
The presence of a barren tree hearkens back to descriptions of Israel being 
barren and failing to produce spiritual fruit for God (Jer. 8:13) and alludes to 
Jesus’ other parable about a barren fig tree that is cut down because of its 
fruitlessness (Luke 13:6—9). In his commentary on this passage, Mark Keown 


writes, “In cursing the fig tree, Jesus is not showing a vindictive destructive 


attitude to God’s creation, or a fit of anger from an overly hungry (hangry) 
man, but is visually enacting the forthcoming destruction of Israel because of 


her failure to yield to God.” 


If we didn’t know these subtle details about religious and even botanical 
life in ancient Israel, we could easily be misled and think Jesus was eccentric 


at best or unhinged at worst. 


Another example where cultural details that are far removed from us can 
make all the difference 1s Jesus’ assertion, “If any one comes to me and does 
not hate his own father and mother and wife and children and brothers and 


sisters, yes, and even his own life, he cannot be my disciple” (Luke 14:26). 
Does Jesus really want us to hate our families and even ourselves? 


Remember that words often have meaning in popular usage that goes 
beyond the dictionary definition. For example, saying, “Don’t be a hater” to 
someone who merely doesn’t like my favorite kind of music is an invitation 
for him to have an open mind. It is not a command for him to abandon a 
malicious attitude. 


Similarly, according to ancient Jewish idiom, to “hate” someone could just 


bd 


mean “to love him less than others,” and not refer to malice or anger. This 
can be seen with the patriarch Jacob, who was married to Rachel and Leah, 
the daughters of his uncle Laban. Genesis 29:30—31 says, “So Jacob went in 
to Rachel also, and he loved Rachel more than Leah, and served Laban for 
another seven years. When the Lord saw that Leah was hated, he opened her 


womb; but Rachel was barren.” 


Jacob didn’t hate Leah. He just loved her less than Rachel, who was the 
woman he originally wanted to marry before his uncle tricked him into 


marrying Leah. (For more on this ancient Mediterranean drama, see Genesis 


29-30.) 


We should remember that as a good Jew, Jesus obeyed all of the Ten 


Commandments, including the fourth: “Honor your father and mother.” 


He even criticized the Pharisees for shirking this responsibility (Mark 7:9— 
13). But Jesus knew that our love for God must come first, and that nothing 
on earth, even the people closest to us, can be more important than that 
love for him. Matthew 10:37—38 describes the same saying, but rephrases it 
slightly so that the meaning is easier to discern: “Whoever loves father or 
mother more than me is not worthy of me, and whoever loves son or 
daughter more than me is not worthy of me; and whoever does not take up 


his cross and follow after me is not worthy of me.” 


This also explains Jesus’ seemingly harsh reply to a man who wanted to 
follow Jesus but asked him, “Lord, let me first go and bury my father.” Jesus 
told him, “Follow me, and leave the dead to bury their own dead” (Matt. 
8:22). This may seem harsh, but that’s because we assume the man’s father 
had just died. But when someone died in ancient Israel, the law commanded 
that he be buried immediately (Deut. 21:23). If this young man’s father had 
just died, he would not be with Jesus, but with his family before embarking 


on a funeral procession to the family tomb. 


So what did the man mean? New Testament scholar Craig Keener informs 
us, “[F]ather and son might wish to be together before the father died, and 
Semitic idioms in other languages might suggest that ‘I must first bury my 
father’ could function as a request to wait until one’s father dies—perhaps 


for years.”*° 


In this case, Jesus’ call to discipleship meant leaving everything behind, 
including family ties, for the sake of proclaiming the gospel—not leaving 


your father’s corpse unburied. 


There are many other examples of Jesus saying things that, to our modern 
ears, may seem absurd or even impossible. But if Jesus is God and God can’t 
give bad advice, it follows that Jesus’ hard sayings are only “hard” because 
we don’t understand what he meant—not because Jesus made a mistake. In 
fact, this brings us to the most obvious reason why Jesus could not have 


been a failed prophet or a flawed moral teacher: he is God incarnate and so 


failure and sin are impossible for him. 
.. . For Jesus, Sin and Ignorance Are Impossible 


Some modern critics may try to explain Jesus’ hard sayings or his allegedly 
failed prophecies as byproducts of his human nature. Even if Jesus was the 
Son of God, Jesus was still a human being, and so perhaps he was ignorant of 


his divine identity? 


This theme is common in Hollywood productions that depict Jesus as 
being fearful and unsure of his mission. But the Catechism says, “By its union 
to the divine wisdom in the person of the Word incarnate, Christ enjoyed in 
his human knowledge the fullness of understanding of the eternal plans he 


had come to reveal” (CCC 474).”*° 


As a divine person he also possessed omniscient, divine knowledge. This 
means that Jesus’ understanding of his divine identity was rooted in his 
divine person and so he could never have been like those hesitating Christs 
depicted in popular films. That doesn’t mean, however, that Jesus had 


unlimited knowledge about everything. 


Because Jesus truly became man, he had a human soul that possessed 
human knowledge. The Catechism says, “This knowledge could not in itself 
be unlimited: it was exercised in the historical conditions of his existence in 
space and time. This is why the Son of God could, when he became man, 
‘increase in wisdom and in stature, and in favor with God and man’ [Luke 


2:52)” (CCC 472). 


As an analogy, you could read all the books about swimming ever written 
and still drown if you jumped into a lake. Knowing about how to swim is 
different from having the human knowledge of how to swim rooted in 
experience that helps develop proper reflexes and muscle memory. This 
means that Jesus probably learned human concepts and skills through 
instruction and practice like everyone else. Being God, he could have given 


himself these abilities through his attribute of omnipotence, but that was not 


necessary for his saving mission. 


Admittedly, the Incarnation 1s a mystery and so we can’t exhaust it with a 
simple model of how the all-knowing God could truly become a man and 
not a human-looking puppet. Pope Benedict XVI wrote, “It becomes quite 
apparent that he is true man and true God, as the Church’s faith expresses it. 
The interplay between the two is something that we cannot ultimately 
define.”**’ But even if we can’t know everything about what the Incarnation 
allowed in Christ’s human nature, there is one thing we know it did not 


allow: sin. 


Pope St. John Paul II said, “We repeat with the New Testament, with the 
Creed, and with Vatican Council II that Jesus Christ ‘has truly been made 
one of us, like us in all things except sin.’ It is precisely thanks to this 
likeness that “Christ, the final Adam, by the revelation of the mystery of the 
Father and his love, fully reveals man to man himself and makes his supreme 


calling clear’” (GS 22).*** 


Sacred Scripture, Sacred Tradition, and the teaching of the Magister1um 
are unanimous that Jesus Christ was, and still is, sinless. But not only did 
Jesus not sin, it was impossible for Jesus to sin because he is the God-man. 
God 1s perfect goodness itself, so a “sinful God” would be as logically 
contradictory as a square circle. And since Jesus 1s God, it follows that the act 


of sinning would be impossible for Jesus. 


Some people think that Jesus could have sinned but (thankfully for us) he 
did not, but just because we can conceive of something in the mind does 
not mean it could really happen. Atheists often say they can “imagine” a 
universe without God even though God is a necessary being and so it 1s 
impossible for him to not exist. There can be no physical universe that exists 


without God also existing, regardless of what any of us can imagine. 


But if Jesus could not have sinned, why did Satan even bother to tempt 
him (Matt. 4:1-11)? Satan isn’t omniscient like God is, so he has to acquire 


knowledge, but his mind operates in a completely contrary way to the 


perfection that is found in God’s wisdom. That means demons and the devil, 
as St. Thomas Aquinas says, “can be misled with regard to supernatural 
matters; for example, on seeing a dead man, they may suppose that he will 
not rise again, or, on beholding Christ, they may judge him not to be 
God.”*” 


Ironically, some people promote the “flawed and failed” Jesus as a means 
to help people believe in him. They say there is nothing awe-inspiring in a 
Savior who could not have possibly failed, while others go further and say 


Jesus couldn’t really be human if he never sinned. 


Sin, however, is not an essential part of the human condition. Do those 
same critics think that an infant who dies shortly after baptism wasn’t really 
human because he was without sin? Maybe they mean that being human 
(especially an adult with a conscience) involves struggling against 
temptations. But Jesus was not a holy robot, incapable of sinning because of 
perfect programming. He had—and has—a fully human nature, which 
means, as Hebrews 4:15 says, “We have not a high priest who is unable to 
sympathize with our weaknesses, but one who in every respect has been 


tempted as we are, yet without sin.”*”” 


Even though we are sinful human beings, we don’t sin or even struggle 
with sin at every moment of our lives. When we temporarily lose ourselves 
in holy, joyful moments of life we see a glimpse of our restored human 
nature and the true happiness God wants for us. We don’t need a “sinful 
savior” because he’s allegedly more “approachable.” We can’t approach God 
in our originally sinful states in order to possess that glorified human nature. 
We are instead grateful that God “approached us” or that he came down to 
our level as a man in order to rescue us from sin, make us “truly human” 


and give us everlasting life. 


We shouldn’t stand in awe of Jesus because he avoided sinning in the way 
that a tightrope walker avoids plunging to his death. Instead, we should 


stand in awe of Jesus because he is God: the infinite act of being who, for 


our sake, humbled himself and became man. I trust in him for my salvation 
not because he is “really good” at being holy, but because holiness is a part 


of his nature and goodness ultimately comes from his divinity. 


To say “Jesus I trust in you” does not mean we trust a person who 
managed not to fail or sin. It means we place our trust and hope for salvation 
in the most trustworthy reality imaginable, the all-powerful, all-knowing 


God who created us. 
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16 
Prosperity Preacher 


I was sitting on the couch with my arms crossed while the credits rolled, 


when one of my friends asked me, “What did you think of the movie?” 


“Aside from the subpar acting?” I replied. “I think it had a terrible 


message.” 


“What do you mean? It’s a movie about people becoming Christian. 
What’s so terrible about that?” 


“Nothing,” I said. “But the movie’s message was that if you accept Jesus as 
your savior, your car will start running again, your wife won’t be infertile 
anymore, and the football team you coach will win the big game. But the 
Christian life doesn’t always work out that way. This movie preached a false 


prosperity gospel.” 


Prosperity theology, also called the prosperity gospel or the health-and-wealth 
gospel, can be traced back to the New Thought movement of late 
nineteenth-century America. Adherents of this movement, many of whom 
were not Christian, claimed that the mind had power over reality—power 


that could be used to cure disease or end poverty.” 


Prosperity preachers took this mindset and applied it to Jesus’ promises that 
whatever we give will be “given back to us” (Luke 6:38) and that if we ask 
anything in his name he will give it to us (John 14:14). So, if we just ask 
Jesus for health and wealth he will give it to us! According to a 2006 Time 
magazine survey, one-third of Christians believe, “If you give your money 


to God, God will bless you with more money.”*” They believe in a Jesus 


who wants us to have unending happiness not just in the life to come but in 
the life we have right now—and the only thing keeping us from this 


happiness 1s the refusal to ask for it. 


But, how can that be true if. . . 


. . . Jesus Promised Spiritual Rather Than Material Blessings 


Prosperity theology became popular in the mid-twentieth century among 
Pentecostals who believed that a person could know that God favored him 
through the reception of spiritual gifts (or charisms). These gifts were usually 
things like prophecy or speaking in tongues, but the gifts of prosperity and 
comfort became a siren song among televangelists like Kenneth Copeland and 
Oral Roberts. They promised that God will bless people who plant “seed- 
faith” —give financial gifts—with even more money than they had given. 
This would happen because of what televangelist Robert Tilton called the 
“law of compensation.” According to Roberts, “Luke 6:38 says, ‘Give, and 
it will be given to you.’ We must first plant a seed of faith so that God can 


multiply it back to meet our need.”*” 


Copeland wrote in Laws of Prosperity, “Do you want a hundredfold return 
on your money? Give and let God multiply it back to you. No bank in the 
world offers this kind of return! Praise the Lord!”** Lest you think Copeland 
is being metaphorical, his wife Gloria describes the precise return believers 


can expect from their “investment”: 


You give $1 for the gospel’s sake, and $100 belongs to you. Give $10 and 
receive $1,000. Give $1,000 and receive $100,000 . . . Give one airplane 
and receive one hundred times the value of the airplane. Give one car and 
the return would furnish you a lifetime of cars. In short, Mark 10:30 is a 
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very good dea 


Mark 10:30 and Luke 6:38 are favorite verses among prosperity preachers, 
but they don’t contain unconditional promises of prosperity. Luke 6:38 is 


part of Jesus’ Sermon on the Plain and teaches about being generous with 


mercy and forgiveness. At the end of the verse, Jesus says, “The measure you 
give will be the measure you get back.” This parallels what Jesus said in the 
Sermon on the Mount: “With the judgment you pronounce you will be 


judged, and the measure you give will be the measure you get” (Matt. 7:2). 


In Mark, Jesus promises, “There is no one who has left house or brothers 
or sisters or mother or father or children or lands, for my sake and for the 
gospel, who will not receive a hundredfold now in this time, houses and 
brothers and sisters and mothers and children and lands” (10:29-30). Now, if 
we aren't literally going to have hundreds of new family members in this life 
as a reward for leaving some, why should we believe that we'll literally have 
hundreds of new possessions? This verse 1s not about Jesus’ guaranteed rate 
of return on your tithe but about God’s care for those who have sacrificed 


their lives to serve him. 


Other prosperity teachers cite Jesus’ promise that “your Father who 1s in 
heaven give[s] good things to those who ask him” (Matt. 7:11). Leroy 
Thompson uses the analogy of a multimillionaire who has so much money 
that he doesn’t bat an eye at buying his adult children a home with cash. He 
then asks, “How much more is God willing to do for his children? Do you 


believe God is at least a multimillionaire?”””° 


But here, too, Jesus is talking primarily about God giving us spiritual gifts, 
not material blessings. This is evident in the parallel passage in Luke 11:13, 
where Jesus says, “If you then, who are evil, know how to give good gifts to 
your children, how much more will the heavenly Father give the Holy 
Spirit to those who ask him!” 


Thompson’s own analogy also undermines his argument. Some wealthy 
people might buy their children whatever they want, but others raise their 
children to be self-reliant, to help them develop good character.*” If God is 
at least as wise as these wealthy men, then maybe he will not automatically 
give us wealth because he wants something for us that money cannot 


provide. 


Finally, some cite John 14:14, where Jesus promises, “If you ask anything 
in my name, I will do it.” One prosperity preacher says, “When we pray, 
believing that we have already received what we are praying, God has no 


choice but to make our prayers come to pass.””*** 


But prayer is not magic; God is not a genie in a lamp. He will grant only 
what we ask in accordance with his will. That this is the meaning of John 
14:14 is made clear by the evangelist in his first epistle, where he says, “And 
this is the confidence which we have in him, that if we ask anything according 


to his will he hears us” (1 John 5:14). 
... Wealth Can Lead to Damnation 


Some people quote the Bible as saying, “Money is the root of all evil,” but 
what the Bible actually says 1s, “The love of money is the root of all evil” (1 
Tim. 6:10). It’s not a sin to be wealthy, and the Bible records several 
wealthy people, such as Abraham and Job, who found favor with God. But 
although money is not sinful in itself, it can easily become an opportunity for 
sin. Far from saying that believers would be blessed with money, therefore, 
Jesus warned that “it is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle 
than for a rich man to enter the kingdom of God” (Matt. 19:24). 


Some people downplay these words by claiming that the “eye of the 
needle” was actually a small gate in the old city of Jerusalem that a camel 
could pass through only once it shed the belongings it carried on its sides. 
By this we’re meant to understand that Jesus was teaching that a rich person 
must shed his excess belongings if he wants to enter the kingdom of heaven. 


But according to New Testament scholar David Croteau, this interpretation 


is farfetched: 


There is no mention of a gate in any of the passages. Matthew 19:24, Mark 
10:25, and Luke 18:25 neglect to reference a gate. None of them says Jesus 
was pointing to a gate in Jerusalem. In fact, Mark 10:32 says they started on 


the road toward Jerusalem. Jesus was not even in Jerusalem when referring 


to the supposed “needle gate.” The whole concept of a gate is entirely 


imported into the text.” 


It’s more likely that Jesus was talking about an actual sewing needle and an 
actual camel, using hyperbole to caution how wealth can be a hindrance to 


salvation—not a reward for faithfulness. 


When prosperity preachers claim that God blesses the faithful with money, 
they resurrect the attitudes of Jews in Jesus’ time who believed that wealth 
signified a person’s favor (or lack of favor) with God. But Jesus corrected 
that idea, noting that God “sends rain on the just and on the unjust” (Matt. 
5:45) and that the eighteen men who died when the tower of Siloam fell on 


them were not worse than the other inhabitants of Jerusalem (Luke 13:4). 


Who will be blessed with wealth or called to endure poverty? That is not 
decided simply by the use of a special prayer or commitment to tithe. 
Rather, it is decided by the sovereign will of God that providentially orders 
our freely chosen acts according to his divine plan. God may let foolishness 
cause someone to be poor, but he might also allow someone to become 
poor through no fault of his own because of an illness, economic downturns, 


or a natural disaster. 


Being impoverished does not mean a person failed to follow God’s will. 
God has a special concern for the poor (Psalm 34:6), and believers have a 
special obligation to help the poor (Luke 14:14, 1 John 3:17). James says, 
“Has not God chosen those who are poor in the world to be rich in faith 
and heirs of the kingdom which he has promised to those who love him?” 
(2:5): 

... Jesus Wasn’t Rich 
The ultimate argument against prosperity preachers is impoverished 
Christians. Why don’t sincere believers have “plenty of money” or “their 


best life now?” Rather than face the obvious truth that God doesn’t always 


bless us with material prosperity even if we strive to do his will, prosperity 


teachers end up blaming the individual for his poverty. 


Prosperity preachers make excuses like “They didn’t follow God’s will” or 
“They weren’t being generous enough” to explain why God hasn’t blessed 
them. Setting aside the ludicrous idea that the difference between poor 
Christians and rich Christians is that the latter more closely follow God’s 


will, there is an easy counterexample to this argument: the real Jesus Christ. 


Since he was God incarnate, we know that Jesus was without sin (Heb. 
4:15) and he always did the Father’s will john 5:19). Wouldn’t the Father 
have rewarded Jesus’ faithfulness with abundant wealth? In the ancient 
world, there was no comfortable middle class, just relative poverty and 
luxurious wealth. Jesus was not destitute or a beggar, but he was also not 
wealthy. The Bible says Jesus became poor (2 Cor. 8:9), taking the form of a 
slave (Phil. 2:7) and had nowhere to rest his head (Luke 9:58). 


The fact that Jesus was not among the wealthy during his earthly ministry 
strikes a deathblow to the promises of prosperity preachers, so some of them 
try to make biblical arguments that Jesus was actually rich. For 
example, Thomas Anderson, the senior pastor of the Living Word Bible 
Church in Mesa, Arizona, tries to make that case by pointing out that the 
Roman soldiers cast lots for Jesus’ tunic and that he had a moneybag for his 


disciples to watch.”” 


Any set of clothes, however, would have been valuable in the ancient 
world, so it makes sense the soldiers would have wanted Jesus’ garments. 
Also, any sum of money the disciples kept in a bag would pale in 
comparison to the amount stored in a treasure room that would have made 
someone rich. Besides, if Jesus were rich he would have been given a 


dignified execution and not have been crucified among the lower classes. 


Jesus’ constant admonishments of “the rich” make it even more 
implausible that he belonged to that social class. As David Fiensy observes, 
“In the eyes of the elite, Jesus would still have been poor. Compared to 


their luxurious lifestyle, he must have lived very simply and humbly. The 


socioeconomic distance between Jesus and the elite classes—even if he did 
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come from a comfortable family—was enormous.” 


Ironically, prosperity preachers fail to emphasize the real riches Jesus came 
to give those who believe in him. They are like children who are obsessed 
with the presents their parents buy them at Christmas and only pay lip 
service to the love and affection those material gifts represent. St. Paul tells 
us, “You know the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, that though he was rich, 


yet for your sake he became poor, so that by his poverty you might become 
rich” (2 Cor. 8:9). 


Jesus did not become man so that we wouldn’t have any problems in this 
life because we could buy whatever we want. Those aren’t the “riches” of 
which Paul speaks. Instead, God became man so we could be rich in his grace 


and through it be able to persevere no matter what evils we encounter. 


Jesus said, “In the world you have tribulation; but be of good cheer, I have 
overcome the world” (John 16:33). As our faith in God matures, he doesn’t 
reward us by giving us everything we want, he helps us want everything he 
gives: both comfortable and uncomfortable. Paul put it well: “I have learned, 
in whatever state I am, to be content. I know how to be abased, and I know 
how to abound; in any and all circumstances I have learned the secret of 
facing plenty and hunger, abundance and want. I can do all things in [Christ] 
who strengthens me” (Phil. 4:11—13). 
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A Sacrifice Only for Some 


In January of 2017, I debated Protestant apologist James White on the 
question, “Can a Christian lose his salvation?” The majority of the 
Protestants in attendance were Calvinists whose theology emphasizes God’s 
sovereignty over everything that happens. So, when my opening slide 
presentation failed to display on screen I got a laugh by saying, “I guess for 


most of you here that was foreordained, so what can you do?”””” 


Throughout the debate, White argued that God does not cooperate with 
man in order to secure a person’s salvation (a view he condemns as 
“synergism”’). Instead, God alone chooses who will be saved and he gives 
only these people “irresistible” saving grace that they cannot reject. These 
saved people (or the “elect”) do not accept God’s offer of salvation; God’s 
grace simply saves them no matter what. This irresistible grace ensures that 
they will never reject his offer of salvation, either at the first moment they 


are saved or at any moment after that. 
But this view leads to consequences that even many Protestants reject. 


The Calvinist scholar A.W. Pink said of Jesus’ death on the cross, “Not 
one for whom he died can possibly miss heaven.”’*”? This means that if Jesus 
died for a believer it is impossible for that person to ever lose his salvation (a 
belief Calvinists call the “perseverance” or “preservation” of the saints). It 
also means, according to some Calvinists, that Jesus did not die on the cross 
for people who will “miss heaven” and be damned. This means Jesus did not 


die for all of humanity; or as a friend of mine once quipped, “Here’s an idea 


1?” 


for a bumper sticker, ‘Jesus might have died for you 


But how can that be true if. . . 


.. . God Wants All People to Be Saved 


St. Paul urged that “supplications, prayers, intercessions, and thanksgivings 
be made for all men” (1 Tim. 2:1). He considered this good in his sight 
because God “desires all men to be saved and to come to the knowledge of 
the truth” (1 Tim. 2:4). The only obstacle to a person spending eternal life 
with God is the person’s own refusal to repent from his sin and accept the 


grace Christ merited for him on the cross. 


This saving grace is available to all people, but it won’t have the same effect 
in every person. Those who accept God’s offer of salvation and remain in his 
friendship will have made God’s grace efficacious. Their free choices allowed 
the effects of God’s grace to become manifested in their lives and prepare 


them to enter into the joy of heaven after death. 


Even for those who have yet to believe or have fallen away from the Faith, 
God’s grace is waiting for them in sacraments like baptism or reconciliation. 
These create or restore friendship with God and so their saving effects are 
present to everyone in at least a potential way. That is why Paul said that 
God “is the Savior of all men, especially of those who believe” (1 Tim. 
4:10). God makes salvation available to all even if all do not choose to 


receive it. 


Calvinists usually reply by saying that God desires the salvation of all 
“kinds” of men even if he doesn’t desire that every one of them go to 
heaven. For example, in 1 Timothy 2:1 Paul says, “First of all, then, I urge 
that supplications, prayers, intercessions, and thanksgivings be made for all 
men, for kings and all who are in high positions, that we may lead a quiet 


and peaceable life, godly and respectful in every way.” 


If God did desire all people to be saved, they would all be saved, since 
salvation is 100 percent up to God. But since Scripture talks about people 


not being saved (Matt. 7:14, 25:46), the only logical explanation is that God 
actually does not want those people to be saved. So, in verses like 1 
Timothy 2:1, Calvinists say that Paul is talking about praying for all kinds of 
men, both rich and poor, rather than for every single human being.*”* This is 
pleasing to God because God desires people from every social status to be 


saved, even if he does not desire that every person be saved. 


But desiring the salvation of all people and desiring the salvation of all 
kinds of people are not mutually exclusive. We could imagine a crew 
member on the Titanic rebuking a fellow crew member who refused to help 
save poorer third-class passengers by saying, “Our job is to help all 
passengers, including third class and everyone in low positions, because we 
have to save all passengers.” Just as the crew member will not let prejudice 
about social classes keep him from saving all the souls onboard, God desires 
peace in human relationships so that all people can have the opportunity to 


hear the gospel and be saved. 


Even if Paul were emphasizing that we should pray for people in all social 
classes rather than for all people in general, this doesn’t detract from his wish 
for all people to live in peace, which pleases a God who wants all people to 
be saved. The atheistic scholar Richard Carrier, who has no vested interest 
in either side of this theological debate, says that Paul “is telling people to 
pray for peace, on behalf of everyone alive, but in [verse four] he is 
describing what God wants . . . there is simply no other way to interpret 
what Paul is saying except that what God actually wants is all people, 
not some of all kinds of people, to be saved and to come to a knowledge of the 


truth.””°° 


And, because God wants all people to be saved, he has made the salvation 
of anyone a real possibility; this means that Christ indeed offered his life as a 
sacrifice for every human being. St. John affirmed that Christ “is the 
expiation for our sins, and not for ours only but also for the sins of the 


whole world” (1 John 2:2). 


. . . Jesus Died for All Men 


Christ made salvation possible for all people, but that salvation only becomes 
actual for those who choose to receive it through baptism (1 Pet. 3:21, John 
3:5) and through persevering in faith (Matt. 10:22). Calvinists usually say in 
response that 1 John 2:2 is talking about how Christ died not just for the 
saved in his local community of Christians but for all saved people 
throughout the entire world. However, this interpretation 1s farfetched 
because when John talks about the “world” he means the entire world, 


including unbelievers. 


For example, 1 John 5:19 says, “We know that we are of God, and the 
whole world [ho kosmos holos] is in the power of the evil one.” This verse 
does not mean that only believers are under the power of the devil but that 
all people throughout the entire world suffer from the devil’s temptations. 
Yet, these same words are found in 1 John 2:2, which says Christ atones not 
just for our sins “but also for the sins of the whole world [ho kosmos holos].” 


Southern Baptist David Nelson states: 


In John 1 and 12 kosmos is used in the sense of both the earth and all the 
inhabitants of the earth, indicating that in the incarnation Jesus came to 
earth for the sake of saving all who would believe in him . . . to say that 
world refers to ‘all the elect’ or ‘all without distinction’ (i.e. all kinds, 


classes, or ethnicities) strains the plain meaning of the text.*”° 


There are verses in the Bible that describe Jesus dying for certain groups of 
people and even for individuals. Paul declared to the Galatians, “I live by 
faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave himself for me” (2:20). Of 
course, just because Jesus died for Paul it doesn’t follow that Jesus died only 
for him. Similarly, when the Bible says Jesus died for his “friends” (John 
15:13) or his “sheep” (John 10:11), it doesn’t mean Jesus atoned only for the 
sins of those who would come to believe in him. What the Calvinist needs 
to show is a Bible verse that says Jesus only died for the elect, and this he 


cannot do. 


But what about when Jesus said, “The Son of Man came not to be served 
but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many” (Matt. 20:28)? If he 
truly died for all people, shouldn’t it say that Jesus gave his life as “a ransom 
for all”? 


It should be noted that Paul does say Christ “gave himself as a ransom for 
all” (1 Tim. 2:6), but there is also no contradiction in describing a person as 


saving “many people” and “all people” in the same situation. 


When Captain “Sully” Sullenberger landed a crippled jet on the Hudson 
River in 2009, his actions saved all 155 passengers and crew on board. But a 
person could have also said to Sully after the rescue, “Wow, captain, you 
saved many lives today.” Likewise, Jesus’ death on the cross atoned for the 
sins of the whole world and made salvation possible for the many people 
who inhabit it. Jesus died for all people and “many” ended up being 
ransomed, allowing the effects of his death to be applied to their souls. 


.. .Jesus Warned About the Loss of Salvation 


John 3:16 is sometimes called “the football verse” because Christians often 
hold it up on signs at football games hoping it will be seen when television 
cameras pan across the crowd. In this verse, John tells us, “For God so loved 
the world that he gave his only Son, that whoever believes in him should 
not perish but have eternal life.” Some Protestants take this to mean that a 
person who believes in Jesus will definitely be saved in the future and so he 


can’t possibly lose his salvation. But that is not what Jesus taught. 


In John 15, Jesus called himself “the true vine” and said that we are the 
branches because our spiritual life flows from him into each one of us. He 
then declared: 


“T am the vine, you are the branches. He who abides in me, and I in him, 
he it is that bears much fruit, for apart from me you can do nothing. Ifa 
man does not abide in me, he is cast forth as a branch and withers; and the 
branches are gathered, thrown into the fire and burned” (John 15:5—6). 


In the parable of the unforgiving servant, Jesus describes a king forgiving a 
servant’s debt and how that servant then refused to forgive a much smaller 
debt that a fellow servant owed him. The king was outraged at hearing this 
and said, “You wicked servant! I forgave you all that debt because you 
besought me; and should not you have had mercy on your fellow servant, as 
I had mercy on you?’” (Matt. 18:33) The king then threw the servant in jail 
and demanded he repay the debt the king previously forgave. 


After relating this parable, Jesus told the crowd, “So also my heavenly 
Father will do to every one of you, if you do not forgive your brother from 
your heart” (Matt. 18:35). Notice that the king in this parable represents 
God, so Jesus is saying that God can forgive our “debts” (an ancient Jewish 
metaphor for sins) but then revoke that forgiveness if we continue to gravely 
sin. According to the Protestant New Testament scholar Mel Shoemaker, 
“A failure to forgive others may result in the forfeiture and loss of the 


Father’s forgiveness and our salvation.”*”” 


In response to these verses, some Calvinists cite Jesus’ teaching in John 6 as 
proof that a believer’s salvation cannot be lost. In this part of the Bread of 
Life discourse, Jesus says, “All that the Father gives me will come to me; and 
him who comes to me I will not cast out” (John 6:37). Indeed, Jesus will 
not cast out a believer that God’s grace has moved to have faith in him. But, 
that doesn’t mean the person can’t later reject Jesus and cast himself out of 
Christ’s presence. Paul describes this scenario when he writes, “By rejecting 
conscience, certain persons have made shipwreck of their faith” (1 Tim. 


1219). 


Jesus then says, “This is the will of him who sent me, that I should lose 
nothing of all that he has given me, but raise it up at the Last Day” (John 
6:39). St. John Chrysostom tells us that Jesus means, “At least for my part, I 
will not lose them.” So in another place, declaring the matter more clearly, 


he said, ‘I will not reject anyone who comes to me.’”””* 


In the next verse, Jesus adds, “For this is the will of my Father, that 


everyone who sees the Son and believes in him should have eternal life; and 
I will raise him up at the Last Day.” But once again, notice the use of 
present tense verbs: it is not those who “saw” the Son at one time or 
“believed” in him at another who will be saved. It is those who continue to 
see and believe in him until death. White even admitted in his own book on 
the subject that “the present tense refers to a continuous, on-going action. . . 


. The wonderful promises that are provided by Christ are not for those who 


do not truly and continuously believe.”” 


Jesus did not teach that a single act of belief in the past or present 
guarantees a person’s admittance into heaven. A person must continually 
believe in Jesus and choose to remain in communion with him until death 
in order to have eternal life. That’s why Jesus said it is not the one who 
believes that will be saved but that “he who endures to the end will be 
saved” (Matt. 10:22). John himself said just a few verses after John 3:16 that 
‘he who believes in the Son has eternal life; he who does not obey [emphasis 
added] the Son shall not see life, but the wrath of God rests upon him” 
(3:36). 
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18 
The Anti-Catholic with No Face 


My family and I were strolling through San Diego’s Balboa Park when I 
came across a street preacher with a cart full of evangelism tracts. I glanced 
through a few of them before the man approached me saying, “See any you 
like? They’re free!” 


“T’m familiar with these tracts. ’'m Catholic” I replied. 
“Oh!” he said with an excited tone. “Then you'll want to see these.” 


He then handed me tracts with titles like Are Catholics Christian? and Why 
Is Mary Crying? Their author was Jack Chick, an enigmatic cartoonist who 
passed away a few years ago but whose legacy lives on in the millions of 
tracts that bear his name. Although their topics differ, they almost always 
end with a deceased person coming face-to-face with a terrifying, fifty-foot 
tall, faceless Jesus sitting on a throne condemning him to everlasting 


torment. 


Jesus is faceless in these tracts because Chick, like other Fundamentalists, 
believed that creating images of people in heaven violates Exodus 20:4—5’s 
command against creating “graven images.” Even though these verses 
condemn idolatry (not artistry), Chick took no chances. That’s why his Jesus 
is just a robed, white silhouette, which adds to the surreal, almost macabre 


visual style of his tracts. 


In one on Catholicism, a man pleads with this colossal Christ, “But I went 
to Mass! I was a good person!” In response, the emotionless “judge Jesus” 


thunders back at the man about the need to trust in him alone and not 


“traditions of men” like the Catholic Mass. If the man had done this, he 
would have known that engaging in the sin of idolatry (which includes 
worshipping Christ in the Eucharist) is a surefire way to hear Jesus tell him 


on Judgment Day, “Depart from me you accursed, into the everlasting fire!” 


It’s appropriate that our last counterfeit Christ 1s actually a polar opposite of 
the first one we examined: the non-judgmental buddy. This counterfeit is a 
terrifying judge who has no reservations about damning anyone who does 


not accept him as “personal Lord and Savior.” 


But how can that be true if. . . 


. . . Jesus Never Said He Is Our “‘Personal Lord and Savior’’ 


At the end of another tract, called This Is Your Life, Chick describes a person 
who makes “the right choice” when it comes to salvation. This man says, 
“Of course I believe the Bible—and I’m convinced that I am lost and going 
to hell—but what must I do to be saved?” The answer comes from a 
preacher who emphatically declares, “Repent! Surrender your life to Christ, 
acknowledge that he died for your sins and receive him as your savior!” The 
man then prays a variant of what has come to be known as the Sinner’s 
Prayer: “Lord, I know I’m a sinner. I repent of my sins and I acknowledge 


Jesus Christ as my Lord and personal Savior!” 


Considering how important this prayer is in Evangelical Christianity, you 
would think it came right from Scripture. But instead it dates to the 1940s. 
Even Protestant apologists like Matt Slick admit, “There is not a single verse 
or passage in Scripture, whether in a narrative account or in prescriptive or 
descriptive texts, regarding the use of a ‘Sinner’s Prayer’ in evangelism. Not 


2.60. 
one.” 


Some Protestants claim that the episode involving “the good thief on the 
cross” proves that, though perhaps the formula behind the Sinner’s Prayer is 
not found in the Bible, its essence is. The thief says to Jesus, “Remember me 


when you come in your kingly power,” to which Jesus replies, “Truly, I say 


to you, today you will be with me in paradise” (Luke 23: 42-43). They say 
that the thief’s confession of faith and request to Jesus saves him, proving the 


worth of the Sinner’s Prayer. 


But God’s saving people through such extraordinary means does not nullify 
the ordinary means he gave for our salvation. For example, many Protestants 
believe that infants who die before they have faith in Christ can still go to 
heaven, but that wouldn’t prove that adults who are able to make an act of 


faith don’t have to in order to be saved. 


And, contrary to what many Protestants believe, the Bible tells us that 
salvation is a process rather than a single act like saying the Sinner’s Prayer. 
This is evident in the multiple answers Jesus gave when it came to the 


subject of what we must do to be saved: 


¢ “Truly, truly, I say to you, unless one is born of water and the Spirit, he 
cannot enter the kingdom of God” (John 3:5). 


¢ “If you would enter life, keep the commandments” (Matt. 19:17). 


¢ “This is the work of God, that you believe in him whom he has sent” 
John 6:29). 


¢ “He who eats my flesh and drinks my blood has eternal life, and I will 
raise him up at the Last Day” (John 6:54). 


Jesus believed salvation consisted of receiving baptism, having faith, 
persevering in good works, and obeying the Ten Commandments. That’s 
why the Catechism says, “All men may attain salvation through faith, baptism 
and the observance of the commandments” (2068). But part of observing 
the commandments includes honoring the Lord’s Day and receiving Jesus in 
the Eucharist, about which Jesus said, “Unless you eat the flesh of the Son of 
Man and drink his blood, you have no life in you” (John 6:53). 


. . . Jesus Commanded Us to Celebrate the Eucharist 


In one tract, ominously named The Death Cookie, Chick claims that the 


Eucharist 1s derived from pagan idolatry and the devil gave this idol to the 
founders of the Catholic Church so they could control the masses.*°*' One of 
the biggest whoppers in this tract (and there are so many to choose from) 1s 
the claim that the letters IHS on the eucharistic host refer to the Egyptian 
gods Isis, Horus, and Seb. (In reality, they are the first three letters in the 
Greek transliteration of Jesus’ name, which is spelled IHSOYS and is 


pronounced “Tesous.”’) 


After this fanciful history lesson, the comic portrays a hooded figure telling 
frightened believers, “If you don’t obey us we won’t let you eat the Jesus 
cookie anymore. And that means you’d lose your immortal souls.” This same 
priest warns the pope, “If the people ever read what’s in the sacred writings . 


.. then they will find out we’ve tricked them.” 


But in spite of the Catholics’ efforts to hide the Bible, the people find it 
and discover they’ve been tricked: because Jesus said of the Eucharist, “Do 
this in remembrance of me” (Luke 22:19). “Then it’s symbolic,” the humble 
believer declares, “The Holy Papa [the pope] has lied to us.” 


If Jesus’ words were “purely symbolic,” why didn’t Jesus correct those who 
misunderstood him? After his Bread of Life discourse in John chapter 6, 
those who heard him, including his disciples, said, “How can this man give 
us his flesh to eat?” (John 6:52) and, “This is a hard saying; who can listen to 
it?” (John 6:60). John then tells us that, “After this many of his disciples 
drew back and no longer went about with him” (John 6:66). 


Yet on another occasion, when Jesus’ disciples mistakenly thought he was 
talking about literal food, he did correct them. In that case, Jesus explained 
the symbolic meaning: “My food is to do the will of him who sent me, and 
to accomplish his work” (John 4:34). However, instead of doing this again 
after giving the Bread of Life discourse, Jesus reaffirmed his literal meaning, 
and the Twelve continued to follow him. They did so because they knew 
Jesus had, as Peter said, “the words of eternal life” john 6:68). 


Moreover, the words “in remembrance” or “in memory” from Luke 22:19 
b) 


come from the Greek word anamnesis, which involves more than a mere 
mental recollection of a past event or person. It has the significance of a 
“remembrance brought about by the act of sacrifice.” The Lutheran scholar 


Joachim Jeremias informs us: 


The command to repeat the rite is not a summons to the disciples to 
preserve the memory of Jesus . . . it 1s an eschatologically oriented 
instruction: “Keep joining yourselves together as the redeemed community 
by the table rite, that in this way God may be daily implored to bring 


about the consummation on the [Second Coming].”*” 


A biblical example of this kind of memorial sacrifice can be found in Leviticus 
24:7—-8, where the Israelite priest and his sons are instructed to offer a 
memorial sacrifice of bread to the Lord each Sabbath. The verses say, “And 
you shall put pure frankincense with each row, that it may go with the bread 
as a memorial portion to be offered by fire to the LORD. Every sabbath day 
Aaron shall set it in order before the LORD continually on behalf of the 
people of Israel as a covenant forever.” The original Hebrew word for 
“memorial” in this passage, azkarah, also means “memorial offering.” The 
parallel between this and the sacrifice of the Mass, at which holy bread is 
offered on the new Sabbath to commemorate the new, everlasting covenant 


in Christ, is uncanny. 


So when Jesus said, “Do this in memory of me,” he did not mean simply, 
“Remember me when you eat this meal.” A more accurate translation of 
Jesus’ command would be, “Receive me as a memorial sacrifice.” The first 
Christians, who were raised in Judaism, would have had no difficulty 
understanding that a memorial dinner can bring about the actual presence of 
God.” Bible scholar Brant Pitre puts it this way: 


Just as God had been really present to his people in the tabernacle of Moses 
and the temple of Solomon, so now Jesus would be really and truly present 
to his disciples through the Eucharist. And just as the old bread of the 


Presence had been the sign of God’s “everlasting covenant,” so now the 


Eucharist would become the perpetual sign of the new covenant, sealed in 


his blood.*™ 
. . . Jesus Established One Church 


After I flipped through this street preacher’s tracts, I tried to find some 
common ground. “I get what you’re trying to do,” I said, “but Chick tracts 
aren’t a great way to go about it. I mean he endorses some pretty wild 


conspiracy theories.” 
“Like what?” 


“Well, like the idea that the Vatican has a secret archive of every Protestant 
in the United States and that the Jesuits are working behind the scenes to 


take over the world.” 


He smiled, and without skipping a beat replied, “Well, your new pope is a 


Jesuit. Is he not?” 


Seeing that the conversation was going nowhere fast, I decided to keep my 
promise to my children that they would get to see the train museum and not 
(pardon the pun) derail it with an impromptu Catholic-Protestant debate. So 
I wished this preacher well before giving him my contact information. But 
before I left I grabbed a few more of his tracts to research more of the false 


claims they made about Christ. 


One such claim, also commonly found in other Protestant literature on 
Church history, is that Jesus never established a single Church for all 
believers. Instead, Jesus established our salvation; “the Church” he founded is 
just the invisible bond that exists between everyone who receives that 
salvation. These critics claim that a single, visible, hierarchical, and universal 
Church did not come into existence until Emperor Constantine made 
Christianity the official religion of the Roman Empire in the fourth century. 
Pastor John MacArthur even said that this event “launches a thousand years 
of the dark ages. Where religion and relationship to God is not personal. 
The Church is a surrogate for God. You connect to the Church. You don’t 


connect by faith.”*” 
But this is wrong for a number of reasons. 


First, Emperor Constantine did not make Christianity the official religion 
of the Roman Empire: Emperor Theodosius did that in the year 381 
(Constantine just granted Christians legal toleration, about seventy years 
before). Also, the term “dark ages” is politically loaded and imprecise. Mac- 
Arthur doesn’t even use it in its common academic sense—to refer to the 
centuries following the fall of Rome and the barbarian invasions. He 
imagines that period extending over a millennium to include most of pre- 
Reformation Christendom. Yet Christians traditionally believed that the 
time before the fifth century was “dark” because the world was shrouded in 
pagan darkness. For the next ten centuries, the light of Christ spread all over 
the world because of the dreaded “institutions” the Catholic Church 
provided to it. 


Second, prior to this time the Church was not a loose collection of 
believers who simply “believed in Jesus.” Instead, Christians recognized a 
sacred order, or hierarchy, and they encountered God through the Church 
he gave us. St. Cyprian of Carthage wrote in the early third century, 
“You cannot have God for your Father if you do not have the Church for 
your mother.””® St. Ignatius of Antioch exhorted believers at the beginning 
of the second century, “Follow the bishop even as Jesus Christ does the 


Father.” 7°’ 


A single authoritative Church is also found in the New Testament, such as 
where Jesus said that, in the case of a fellow Christian who sins against you, 
as a last resort you should “tell it to the Church; and if he refuses to listen 
even to the Church, let him be to you as a Gentile and a tax collector” 
(Matt. 18:17). Jesus is not talking about a local congregation (or “your 
church’) but the Church as one body of believers.” 
there to be hundreds of differing denominations that would be united only 


Jesus did not pray for 


by an ambiguous “belief in Jesus.” Instead he prayed that believers “may 


become perfectly one, so that the world may know that you have sent me 


and have loved them even as you have loved me” (John 17:23). 


And contra MacArthur and other critics like him, a personal relationship 


with Jesus, by itself, does not guarantee a Christian’s salvation. 


The Bible says that there are passages in it that are confusing, passages that 
people twist to their own destruction (2 Pet. 3:16). This destruction can 
come through a misreading of Scripture that creates a counterfeit Christ who 
teaches grave errors. These errors can be related, for example, to the nature 
of God (like denials of the Trinity), the nature of the good (like condoning 
homosexual behavior), or the nature of grace (like teaching that salvation 


can never be lost). 


If someone has a personal relationship with the real Jesus, he would know 
that Jesus wants us to have more than conversations with him in prayer. He 
wants us to receive his grace in the sacraments, especially the Eucharist and 
reconciliation, and to have a sure foundation for our beliefs through the 
Church, the “pillar and foundation of truth” he established (1 Tim. 3:15, 
Matt. 16:18). Jesus warned that “false Christs and false prophets will arise” 
(Matt. 24:24) but through the wisdom of his bride, the Church (Eph. 5:32) 
we can be confident that Christ—the real Jesus Christ—is with us “always, 
to the close of the age” (Matt. 28:20). 
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Postscript 
WHO DO YOU SAY THAT | AM? 


In the region of Caesarea Philippi in Israel there is a tranquil river that flows 
in the shadow of a large rock that juts out of the earth. A pious tradition 
holds that this was the spot where Jesus asked his disciples, “Who do men 
say that the Son of Man is?” (Matt. 16:13). 


Given the natural temptation to gossip and spread the latest news, most of 
the disciples were quick to say what other people thought about Jesus. “Some 
say John the Baptist, others say Elijah, and others Jeremiah or one of the 
prophets,” they responded. Maybe they were hoping to hear Jesus admonish 
those people’s incorrect answers, or perhaps Jesus would reveal if someone 
had stumbled upon the right answer. But Jesus, as he was often prone to do, 


did not meet their expectations. 
“But who do you say that I am?” 


At first they were speechless. How humiliating would it have been to 
publicly admit you misunderstood your master’s identity in the presence of 
your brother disciples? Perhaps it’d be better to say nothing than to be 
wrong, so they remained silent until one disciple spoke up. His name was 
Simon and he was marked by an impulsiveness that can be helpful or 
harmful, depending on the situation. He declared, “You are the Christ, the 
Son of the living God.” 


Jesus turned to him but didn’t affirm his intellect or clever wit. He instead 
declared, “Flesh and blood has not revealed this to you, but my Father who 
is in heaven.” Perhaps turning to the large rock behind all of them to use as 
a symbol of the solid foundation he would become, Jesus said to Simon, 


“You are Peter, [which means “rock” in Greek] and on this rock I will 


build my Church, and the powers of death shall not prevail against it.” 


Like Moses and David before him, Peter was chosen to lead God’s people 
not because of his strengths but in spite of his weaknesses. Peter’s faith was 
not something he cultivated through his own piety and hard work. Lest he 
get that idea, Jesus told him that it was not human ingenuity (“flesh and 
blood”) but supernatural grace that moved Peter to get “the right answer” 
about Jesus’s identity. St. Paul confirms that “no one can say ‘Jesus 1s Lord’ 


except by the Holy Spirit” (1 Cor. 12:3). 


My goal in these pages has been to help people overcome the obstacles that 
might be holding them back from receiving this same gift of faith. It is my 
heartfelt prayer that they see that Jesus Christ was not a deceased prophet, 
preacher, zealot, or guru. He’s not even a “was’—like every other deceased 
person in history. Rather, Jesus is the living and resurrected Son of God 
who came to earth to redeem and save mankind. He 1s fully God and fully 
man, the mediator between humanity and divinity and he wants you, 


personally, to know him. 


So, how can people come to know Jesus and find in him salvation from 
their sins? First, they must repent. In Greek, the word is metanoia, which 
literally means “to be of another mind.” One who repents changes the 
direction of his life and signals that he no longer wants to sin. A person who 
repents must then believe that Jesus Christ is God’s Son who has come to 
redeem us from sin and give us grace to become adopted children of God. 
This grace doesn’t just hide our sins or make us appear righteous: it actually 
transforms us so that we become holy, so that we become “partakers of the 
divine nature” (2 Pet. 1:4). 


Finally, a person must receive the grace of God into his life. According to 
Jesus’ instruction, this involves first being baptized, which washes away the 
stain of sin and incorporates us into the Body of Christ. Then, a Christian is 
able to participate in the sacraments of the Church, like the Eucharist, 


through which we receive even more grace— the unearned gift of God that 


allows us to have his divine life within us and makes us “new creations” in 


Christ (2 Cor. 5:17). 


I'd like to close with one last piece of evidence for Jesus being more than a 
man, a piece of evidence that is more intuitive than logically deductive. You 


either see it or you don’t. 


When you say the names of Muhammad, Buddha, Confucious, or L. Ron 
Hubbard in polite company, you might be seen as knowledgeable, worldly, 
or esoteric. But when you say “Jesus Christ,” there is a tension that 
immediately fills the air. There is just something different about that name, 


that person. 


Some people may say that those who bristle at the name “Jesus Christ” do 
so at the intolerance and hatred that have been committed in his name. But 
the same visceral reaction doesn’t accompany words like “Christian” or 
“Catholic.” Instead, I contend that this name has power unlike any other 
name when it is uttered because it belongs to a person who has power 


unlike any other. 


By saying this name we place ourselves, whether we realize it or not, 
under the glare of the eternal and almighty God become man. Paul said of 
Jesus, “God has highly exalted him and bestowed on him the name which is 
above every name, that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, in 
heaven and on earth and under the earth, and every tongue confess that 


Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father” (Phil 2:9-11). 


The questions that are left for us are, “Will we confess that Jesus is Lord in 
our hearts and let him be the true Lord of our lives” (even when we want 
that job)? and “Will we confess that Jesus is Lord to those who disagree, 


even stridently?” 


I pray that, for all of us, the answer to both will be not just a “Yes,” but a 
spirit-filled “Amen!” 


Appendix 
COUNTERFEIT CHRISTS IN POLITICS 


Throughout this book we have met many counterfeit Christs. These made- 


up versions of Jesus clearly contradict who Jesus really is, what he taught, 


and how he lived. 


Sometimes, though, people make claims about what Jesus would support 


but it’s not easy to tell if there’s a counterfeit involved. Especially in politics. 


“What would Jesus do” about gun control, the minimum wage, 
immigration, or criminal justice reform? If Jesus casts a ballot, would it be 
for a Republican, a Democrat, or a third-party candidate? Would he support 
tax bill A, B, or C? 


In these specific cases we don’t have information from divine revelation or 
the teaching of the Church to give us the same kind of certainty and 
specificity we have when it comes to basic doctrinal and moral truths. For 
these questions we must use what 1s called “prudential judgment”—and this 
can lead to Christians reasonably disagreeing with one another. According to 
the Catechism: 


Prudence is the virtue that disposes practical reason to discern our true good 
in every circumstance and to choose the right means of achieving it... 
With the help of this virtue we apply moral principles to particular cases 
without error and overcome doubts about the good to achieve and the evil 


to avoid (CCC 1806). 


Now, pointing out that sometimes political questions involve prudential 
judgments doesn’t mean that all judgment is reserved to the individual, so 


Catholics can do whatever they want. Because prudence is concerned with 


choosing the good, a prudential judgment does not reflect a merely subjective 
preference. So we can be held morally accountable for the judgments we 


make in these matters. 


Neither are questions involving prudential judgment like the question, 
“Which ice cream flavor should I eat?”—questions about matter of taste that 
have no right answer. But unlike principles of doctrine and morality, the 
Church has not definitively taught which specific answers the faithful should 
embrace when it comes to implementing moral principles—like justice or 
care for the poor—in the public sphere. And in some cases, differing 
geographical, cultural, social, or economic circumstances could change 


which answer is most appropriate for a given community. 


That’s why individual Catholics can propose their own answers to these 
questions—provided that those answers are faithful to the explicit teachings 


of the Church—without being guilty of presenting a counterfeit Christ. 


For example, consider the question, “Should we raise the minimum 
wage?” Everyone can agree that it’s a revealed and non-negotiable truth that 
Jesus wants us to help the poor. A solution like “social Darwinism” that 


proposes we ought to let the poor die out is simply off the table. 


But the Church has not described in every detail how we should help the 
poor. It’s a prudential matter, a matter of what is practically most effective, 
so believers can disagree on (and better still, constructively debate with solid 
evidence) whether something like a minimum-wage increase accomplishes 


that goal. 


Catholics are free to disagree with one another on these matters without 
being guilty of endorsing sin, even if their disagreement is with a bishop or the 
pope. The Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith taught, “When it 
comes to the question of interventions in the prudential order, it could 
happen that some magisterial documents might not be free from all 
deficiencies. Bishops and their advisors have not always taken into 


immediate consideration every aspect or the entire complexity of a 


. G 
question.”*” 


This does not mean that the prudential judgments of the Magisterium carry 
no weight when we make our own judgments and so they can just be 
ignored. The CDF also said, “It would be contrary to the truth, if, 
proceeding from some particular cases, one were to conclude that the 
Church’s Magisterium can be habitually mistaken in its prudential 
judgments, or that it does not enjoy divine assistance in the integral exercise 


of its mission.”””” 


What the Church teaches on matters involving prudential judgment, either 
through the teachings of the pope in an encyclical or the recommendations 
of the colleges of bishops, should be given proper consideration. For 
example, the United States Conference of Catholic Bishops says in its 
Faithful Citizenship voting guide: 


Prudential judgment is also needed in applying moral principles to specific 
policy choices in areas such as armed conflict, housing, health care, 
immigration, and others. This does not mean that all choices are equally 
valid, or that our guidance and that of other Church leaders is just another 
political opinion or policy preference among many others. Rather, we 
urge Catholics to listen carefully to the Church’s teachers when we apply 
Catholic social teaching to specific proposals and situations. The judgments 
and recommendations that we make as bishops on such specific issues do 
not carry the same moral authority as statements of universal moral 
teachings. Nevertheless, the Church’s guidance on these matters is an 
essential resource for Catholics as they determine whether their own moral 


judgments are consistent with the Gospel and with Catholic teaching.” 


So where can a counterfeit Christ show up in these conversations? He 
doesn’t arrive when someone merely proposes that one political position 
instead of another is more consistent with (or effective in promoting) the 
teachings of Jesus. Instead, a counterfeit Christ emerges when someone 


declares that Jesus would support a particular prudential judgment with the 


same certainty we have on revealed matters of doctrine and morals—and so 
good Christians must support this judgment or else be guilty of disobeying 
the teachings of Christ. 


For example, in 2012, Speaker of the House Paul Ryan proposed a federal 
budget that some critics claimed stood in contradiction to Ryan’s own 
Catholic values. Headlines included accusations like, “Jesus would oppose 
the Paul Ryan budget” and “Paul Ryan’s budget not what Jesus would do.” 
The National Catholic Reporter’s John Allen Jr. asked Archbishop Chaput, 
“What about the wing of the Church that says a party that supports the 
Ryan budget also ought to cause concern?” The archbishop may have had 
the more radical charges against the Ryan budget in his mind when he 
replied: 


Jesus tells us very clearly that if we don’t help the poor, we’re going to go 
to hell. Period. There’s just no doubt about it. That has to be a 
foundational concern of Catholics and of all Christians. But Jesus didn’t say 
the government has to take care of them, or that we have to pay taxes to 
take care of them. Those are prudential judgments. Anybody who would 
condemn someone because of their position on taxes is making a leap that 
I can’t make as a Catholic... . You can’t say that somebody’s not Christian 
because they want to limit taxation. Again, I’m speaking only for myself, 
but I think that’s a legitimate position. It may not be the correct one, but 
it’s certainly a legitimate Catholic position; and to say that it’s somehow 


intrinsically evil like abortion doesn’t make any sense at all.*” 


The counterfeits can be especially egregious when those who claim to 
definitively know Jesus’ position on matters involving prudential judgment 


arrive at their conclusions through bad exegesis of Scripture. 


Returning to the question of what specific tax rates Jesus would support, 
Erika Christakis writes in Time magazine, “As near as we can tell, Jesus 
would advocate a tax rate somewhere between fifty percent (in the vein of 


“If you have two coats, give one to the man who has none”) and 100 


percent (if you want to get into heaven, be poor). Mostly, he suggested 


giving all your money up for the benefit of others.”*” 


David Barton, representing the other end of the spectrum, believes Jesus 
would barely tax people at all. He describes capital gains taxes as “a tax on 
profits” and says that this is anti-biblical because in Scripture, “the more 
profit you make the more you are rewarded. Both the parable of the talents 
(Matt. 25:14-30) and the parable of the minas [talents] (Luke 19:12-27) 


conflict with the notion of a tax on capital gains.”*” 


What did Jesus say about taxes? Well, when he was asked, he simply said, 
“Render to Caesar what is Caesar’s, and to God what is God’s” (Matt. 
22:21). His teaching that we should give our personal possessions to those in 
need is not a revelation of (contrary to what Christakis asserts) the precise 
rate at which government should tax income. When it comes to Barton’s 
claim, Jesus did not say, “The more profit you make, the more you are 
rewarded.” The parable of the talents refers to our responsibility to respond 
to God’s grace and use it to help others instead of ignoring these spiritual 


gifts. 


What could make Barton’s and Christakis’ descriptions of Jesus into 
counterfeits is not the knowledge what Jesus actually believed the opposite 
of what they ascribe to him. Fact is, we just don’t know with moral 
certainty what Jesus would say about cutting capital gains taxes or imposing a 
marginal tax rate of fifty percent or more. People can, of course, make 
arguments that the teachings of Jesus line up better with one prudential 
judgment over another or that one specific policy carries out Jesus’ teaching 


more effectively than another. 


But these things are different from the assertion that a certain prudential 
judgment points to the only position a Christian can hold—or the only party 
a Christian can belong to, or the only candidate or ballot measure a 


Christian can vote for—because that’s what Jesus wants. 


To assert this is to manufacture yet another counterfeit Christ, employing 


the Savior as an ideological weapon rather than docilely listening to what he 


has revealed about himself. 
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